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ABSTRACT 
 
 Images of pregnant women and women in childbirth play an important role in 
first-century apocalyptic literature. The embodied experience of labor pains and 
parturition captured the imaginations of male authors of apocalyptic eschatology as they 
envisioned how the eschaton might occur. These writers, while often critical of the 
present state of the world, were not isolated from it; rather, as active participants in the 
broader culture, their visions and fantasies are best understood within the literary and 
material context of the Roman Empire. Imperial and apocalyptic arguments alike employ 
discourses of gender, power, and futurity, engaging the reproductive body as a 
fundamental point of connection between humanity and the divine and between the 
present and future. At the same time, votive offerings and uterine amulets related to 
pregnancy and childbearing further illustrate the centrality of fecundity and childbearing 
to women and their families. Reproduction was a cultural imperative achieved, at least in 
part, by means of appeals to the divine. Medical writers also addressed successful 
pregnancy, in this case by associating feminine anatomical inferiority with the ability to 
	   viii 
become pregnant. Together, this evidence serves as a framework for this study of 
apocalyptic images of pregnancy and childbirth in the writings of Paul, the book of 
Revelation, and 4 Ezra. Each of these works employs images of pregnancy and childbirth 
to assert the power of God over humanity and creation, to emphasize the appropriate 
societal regulation of women’s bodies, and to describe the end of the known world. The 
reproductive bodies of women become the ground upon which claims of divine authority 
and human futurity are made and disputed.  
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1 
INTRODUCTION  
 “The future is in your hands, she resumed. She held her own hands out to us, the 
ancient gesture that was both an offering and an invitation, to come forward, into 
an embrace, an acceptance. In your hands she said, looking down at her own 
hands as if they had given her the idea. But there was nothing in them. They were 
empty. It was our hands that were supposed to be full, of the future; which could 
be held but not seen.” –Margaret Atwood1 
 
Statement of the Problem and Thesis 
 In Margaret Atwood’s 1985 book, A Handmaid’s Tale, humankind’s ability to 
reproduce has dramatically diminished. In response to this crisis, a theocratic regime 
staged a coup against the American government and established biblically-based 
patriarchal rule that enslaved women capable of reproduction (handmaids) and forced 
them to become pregnant and bear children for wealthy and politically affluent couples 
through repeated ritualized rape. In Atwood’s dystopian fantasy world, a reproductively 
capable woman faces a variety of conflicting associations and expectations.2 The main 
character, Offred, endures extensive abuse and suffering as a handmaid, and yet many of 
the characters surrounding her view her in terms of her potentially pregnant body and see 
within her humanity’s only hope for the future. Simultaneously reviled and revered for 
                                                
1 Margaret Eleanor Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale (New York: Random House, 2017), 46-47. 
2 Even before they are in service, handmaids-in-training are beaten into submission, threatened with 
further beatings to ensure continued obedience and compliance, and required to face censure for “bad” 
behavior from their former lives during a re-education activity called testifying (Atwood, The Handmaid's 
Tale, 71-72, 91). The handmaids are also tattooed on the ankle with identification numbers, reminiscent of 
numbers tattooed on prisoners in concentration camps, that are meant to prevent them from escaping and 
disguising themselves (Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale, 65). These women are very clearly captives. Once 
assigned to a couple, a handmaid is raped monthly, and sometimes called whores or sluts by the very 
people they serve (Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale, 115, 287).  
	   
2 
her body and its reproductive capacities, Offred is a living paradox.3 
 Though the circumstances of the ancient world were quite different from 
Atwood’s fictional Gilead, the bodies of childbearing women attracted a similar 
ambivalence in ancient literature. Small sculptural representations of uteri made from 
terracotta left at shrines and gemstones incised with symbolic uteri, inscriptions, and 
images of gods and goddesses suggest a certain admiration of the reproductive capacities 
of women as prospective mothers. Through the use of these items, women and their 
families sought to enhance female fertility with the assistance of the gods. Yet, medical 
literature and philosophy that addressed the female body, though equally interested in 
enhancing female fertility, often focused instead on innate feminine deficiency in 
comparison to the idealized male body. Men were said to be warm, firm-bodied, active, 
and capable of self-control, while women were cool, soft-bodied, passive, and prone to 
excess.4 Medical philosophers go on to describe these oppositional differences between 
                                                
3 For additional feminist readings of Margaret Attwood’s book, The Handmaids Tale, see S. C. 
Neuman, “‘Just a Backlash’: Margaret Atwood, Feminism, and The Handmaid's Tale,” University of 
Toronto Quarterly 75, no. 3 (2006): 857-868; J. Brooks Bouson, Brutal Choreographies: Oppositional 
Strategies and Narrative Design in the Novels of Margaret Atwood (Amherst, MA: University of 
Massachusetts Press) 1993; Arnold E. Davidson, “Future Tense: Making History in The Handmaid’s Tale,” 
in Margaret Atwood: Vision and Form, ed. Kathryn VanSpanckeren and Jan Garden Castro (Carbondale, 
IL: Southern Illinois University Press 1988), 113–21; Lucy M. Freibert, “Control and Creativity: The 
Politics of Risk in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale,” in Critical Essays on Margaret Atwood, ed. 
Judith McCombs (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1988), 280–91; and Veronica Hollinger, “Putting on the Feminine: 
Gender and Negativity in Frankenstein and The Handmaid’s Tale,” in Negation, Critical Theory, and 
Postmodern Textuality, ed. Daniel Fischlin (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers 1994), 203–24. 
Philosophy, too, recognizes the body of the mother as a kind of difficulty and, as such, seek to ignore it or, 
worse “kill the mother.” See Jennifer Knust, “Dismissing Her Quietly: Shame And The Persistent Precarity 
Of Mary” (paper presented at the Cushing Distinguished Lecture in Religious Studies, Detroit, Michigan, 
April 6, 2017); Michelle Walker, Philosophy and the Maternal Body: Reading Silence (London: Routledge, 
2003), 12-15; and Andrew Parker, The Theorist’s Mother (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013), 5, 
14-18. 
4 Hippocrates, DW, 1.1; See also Ann Ellis Hanson, “Hippocrates: ‘Diseases of Women 1,’” Signs 1, 
no. 2 (1975): 570-572. Anne Carson, “Putting her in her Place: Woman, Dirt, and Desire,” in Before 
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men and women as the very mechanisms by which women were able to become pregnant, 
carry a child, and give birth. The soft and passive bodies of women were likened to 
receptacles or sponges, capable of taking in and retaining male semen and enough food 
and drink to provide nourishment for the female body itself as well as for a growing 
fetus.5 The female body, then, was known to be imperfect and excessive, but essential. 
Good mothers, particularly those with Roman imperial associations, were honored and 
valued as role models for all women.  
Writers of apocalyptic eschatology also viewed the pregnant body as a paradox. 
On the one hand, the imperfect maternal body represented the flaws, degradation, 
anxiety, and suffering of the present age, and, on the other, the child represented wildly 
optimistic hope for the future and redemption. They use images of the pregnant body in 
order to dispute the masculinity of those in power and challenge the legitimacy of 
imperial rule, but also to endorse the divine power and ultimate masculinity of the God of 
Israel. Placing apocalyptic literature within its broader cultural context—one that actively 
pursued pregnancy as an imperative and civic duty supporting the future of humanity—
highlights the dissidence of apocalyptic images of women, pregnancy, and childbirth that 
refer to the end of the known world rather than its continuation. 
 
                                                                                                                                            
Sexuality: The Construction of Erotic Experience in the Ancient Greek World, ed. David M. Halperin, John 
J. Winkler, and Froma I. Zeitlin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 135-170. 
5 Galen, UP, 14.6. 
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Significance of the Problem 
 Pregnancy and birth are significant themes in Jewish apocalyptic visions and 
literature, yet, among scholars of earliest Christianity, it is the ascetic Christian body that 
has been the focus of much academic work.6 While helpful for understanding the 
development of ascetic practices in late antiquity, this scholarly interest neglects what 
would have been the reality for most men and women: marriage, sex, and reproduction. 
Most early Christians were not ascetic either by choice or by necessity: slaves, for 
example, had no control over their sexual lives and thus for them celibacy was not always 
an option.7 It is clear from Paul’s letters that some of his followers were married with 
children and families, and Roman culture largely expected free citizens to marry and 
produce offspring.8 These expectations were particularly strong for and among women, as 
a diverse body of evidence shows. In the second-century Christian text the Acts of Thecla, 
for example, Thecla’s own mother publically denounces her for her desire to remain a 
virgin and her refusal to marry her betrothed, Thamyris, leading the governor to sentence 
                                                
6 See e.g. on celibacy and virginity, Kate Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in 
Late Antiquity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996); Shelly Matthews, First Converts: Rich 
Pagan Women and the Rhetoric of Mission in Early Judaism and Christianity (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2001). See e.g. conferences, Leif E. Vaage and Vincent L. Wimbush, Asceticism and the 
New Testament (New York: Routledge, 1999). See also Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, 
and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988).  
7 We know this demographically, as asceticism is not a sustainable lifestyle. See e.g., Tim G. Parkin, 
Demography and Roman Society (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 111-133. Also, 
Calvin J. Roetzel, “Sex and the Single God: Celibacy as Social Deviancy in the Roman Period,” in Text and 
Artifact in the Religions of the Mediterranean Antiquity, ed. Stephen G. Wilson and Michel Desjardins 
(Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2000), 231-248. If slaves were sexually active, when and with 
whom was not necessarily their decision. See Jennifer Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 21-24, 50-56. 
8 1 Corinthians 7 is concerned with sexual matters and marriage. In 1 Corinthians 7:10 Paul gives a 
command specifically to married listeners, and in 1 Corinthians 7:28 Paul tentatively notes that there is no 
sin in marriage.  
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Thecla to burning alive. The Pastoral Epistles (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus) go to 
great lengths to affirm the values of marriage and pregnancy emphasizing the duty of 
marriage for all free Christians and especially for women of childbearing ages.9 This 
norm was reiterated in Roman law as well: the Emperor Augustus even went so far as to 
reward childbearing couples and discourage celibacy through sanctions imposed on 
unmarried or childless free Roman men.10 Material and literary evidence makes it clear 
that ancient Mediterranean cultures were deeply invested in marriage and childbearing 
(for a variety of reasons), and it is likely that most women would have experienced 
pregnancy at some point in their lives. I assume that many first-century men and women 
wanted children, had them, and loved them.11 It is therefore striking that, on the one hand, 
Jewish apocalyptic literature seems to reject the view that pregnancy is a cultural 
                                                
9 1 Timothy 2:11-15, 3:1-5, 3:8-13, 5:11-15; Titus 2:1-5. See e.g. Anna Rebecca Solevag, Birthing 
Salvation: Gender and Class in Early Christian Childbearing Discourse (Boston: Brill, 2013); Shelly 
Matthews, “Thinking of Thecla: Issues in Feminist Historiography,” Journal of Feminist Studies in 
Religion 17, no. 2 (2001): 39-55; Gale Corrington Streete, “Askesis and Resistance in the Pastoral Letters,” 
in Asceticism and the New Testament, ed. Leif E. Vaage and Vincent L. Wimbush (New York: Routledge, 
1999), 299-316. 
10 See Tacitus, Annals, 2.51, 3.25, 3.28, 15.19; Dio, Roman History, 53.13.3; D 4.4.2, 38.11.1; See also 
Susan Treggiari, Roman Marriage: Iusti Coniuges from the Time of Cicero to the Time of Ulpian (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1991), 5-13, 60-80, 277-98, esp. 277-78 n. 84 on sources; Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 39-
41; Parkin, Roman Demography, 114-15, 190 n. 112; Roetzel, “Sex and the Single God,” 235; Catharine 
Edwards, The Politics of Immorality in Ancient Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 43-
47; Peter Garnsey, Social Status and Legal Privilege in the Roman Empire (Oxford: Clarendon, 1970), 23-
24; Thomas A. J. McGinn, Prostitution, Sexuality, and the Law in Ancient Rome (Cary: Oxford University 
Press, Incorporated, 2003), 209; Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to 
the Corinthians (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), 114, 114 n. 5; L. F. Raditsa, “Augustus’ Legislation 
Concerning Marriage, Procreation, Love Affairs and Adultery,” ANRW 2, no. 13 (1980): 288; Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New 
York: Crossroad, 1994), 224-226. The cultural imperative of childbearing applied to Jews as well, see 
Philo, Spec. leg. 3.1-82; Josephus, Against Apion, 2.24. On the importance of children in the Hebrew Bible 
specifically related to the economy see Laurel Taylor Koepf, Give Me Children or I Shall Die: Children 
and Communal Survival in Biblical Literature (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2013). 
11 Love and desire are, of course, culturally determined, but nevertheless, I assume that whatever it 
meant to want and love a child was present in the first century. See Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 21-49, esp. 45-49.  
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imperative, and on the other, focuses on images of pregnancy and childbirth as central 
concepts relating to the coming redemption at the end of time. Images of pregnancy are 
pivotal to the rhetorical program of this literature even as actual pregnancy is discouraged 
or ignored in light of the imminent eschaton. 
 Adopting the insights of gender theory and pursuing a historical approach to 
ancient texts, literature, and material evidence, this dissertation will place maternal 
images within their historical contexts, address their rhetorical value, and argue that 
pregnancy and childbirth images within apocalyptic discourses rely on, participate in, and 
reinforce the heavily gendered culture of antiquity even as they reject and resist common 
Roman cultural values. These discussions are not new: other scholars have also been 
interested in apocalyptic visions, the roles of women in early Christian and Jewish texts, 
and the gendered character of apocalyptic discourse. Still, my focus on pregnancy across 
apocalyptic texts and my consideration of both literary and material evidence for 
pregnancy is unique.12 In biblical studies, the letters of Paul, the book of Revelation, and 
the pseudepigraphical apocalypse known as 4 Ezra have been important sites for the 
investigation of the gendered implications of feminine imagery in apocalyptic texts, 
pregnancy and childbirth imagery, and the rhetorical value of the female body, though no 
                                                
12 For information on the linguistic and materiality turns along with new materiality. See Elizabeth A. 
Clark, History, Theory, Text: Historians and the Linguistic Turn (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2004); Bruno Latour, "Can We Get Our Materialism Back, Please?" Isis 98, no. 1 (2007): 138-42; 
Bruno Latour, “The Berlin key or how to do words with things,” in Matter, Materiality, and Modern 
Culture, ed. P. Graves-Brown (London: Routledge, 2000), 10-21; Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political 
Ecology of Things (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010); Lucas Introna, “Epilogue: Performativity 
and the Becoming of Sociomaterial Assemblages,” in Materiality and Space: Organizations, Artefacts and 
Practices, ed. François-Xavier de Vaujany and Nathalie Mitev (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillian, 2013), 
330-342.  
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one has compared them in a systematic way.  
 When it comes to Paul, Beverly Gaventa, Carolyn Osiek, Margaret MacDonald, 
and Dale Martin have discussed the gendered implications of Paul’s references to 
childbearing in the context of his letters and within Pauline communities. These scholars 
have employed a history of tradition, a reconstruction of Paul’s social and cultural 
context, and an analysis of gender constructions to create a complex picture of the 
history, meaning, and cultural significance of Paul’s maternal imagery and his use of 
birthing metaphors.13 Positioning himself “between the times,”14 Paul expects an 
imminent eschatological event,15 and his use of pregnancy images points directly to the 
nearness of that event, but more importantly he links the divine mysteries he knows but 
cannot vocalize (2 Cor. 12:2-4) to the embodied and mysterious experience of pregnancy 
and parturition. Influenced by Jewish16 as well as Stoic thought,17 Paul’s use of pregnancy 
                                                
13 Beverly Roberts Gaventa, Our Mother Saint Paul (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2007), 8-10, 51-62; Carolyn Osiek and Margaret MacDonald, A Woman’s Place: House Churches in 
Earliest Christianity (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2006), 50-67; Dale Martin, The Corinthian Body 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995), 218-228.  
14See Jerry L. Sumney, “‘In Christ There is a New Creation’: Apocalypticism in Paul,” PRSt 40, no. 1 
(2013): 36. He writes, “For the church, the resurrection of the one person Jesus required a new scheme of 
eschatological time. The church understood the resurrection of Christ as the initiation of the new age. So 
rather than looking to a future event as the marker between the evil present and the righteous future, 
believers in Christ looked to a past event as the beginning of that future.” See also Christopher Rowland, 
“The Eschatology of the New Testament Church,” in The Oxford Handbook of Eschatology, ed. Jerry L. 
Walls (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 57, 63. Rowland cites Romans 8:18-25, but makes no 
mention of the significance of the birthing metaphor. 
15 John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 267; W. A. Meeks, “Social Functions of Apocalyptic Language in 
Pauline Christianity,” in Apocalypticism in the Mediterranean World and the Near East: Proceedings of the 
International Colloquium on Apocalypticism, Uppsala, August 12-17, 1979, ed. D. Hellholm (Tübingen: 
Mohr-Siebeck, 1983), 685-703. 
16 See e.g. Daniel Boyarin, A Radical Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994); Stanley Kent Stowers, A Rereading of Romans: Justice, Jews, and Gentiles (New 
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and childbirth imagery relates the intense experience of childbirth to the eschaton as the 
images themselves remain entrenched in ancient notions of gender. Even as Paul expects 
the ultimate collapse of hierarchies in a new and purified heavenly kingdom, Paul’s 
childbirth imagery in Romans 8 shows the passivity of the earth, and categorizes its 
function as little more than a vessel through which an active, masculine God produces a 
new kingdom. 
 Studies of the book of Revelation have identified similar themes, albeit under a 
different literary guise. Adela Yarbro Collins and Christopher Frilingos, for example, 
have situated John of Patmos’s visions of childbearing women in a broad historical, 
social, and discursive context, demonstrating the intimate connections between John’s 
visions and other contemporaneous literary works. Collins’ early work examines 
Revelation as a reinterpretation of Greek mythology concerning the birth of Apollo 
suggesting that the writer reconfigured these myths to fit within Jewish messianic 
tradition and expectation.18 Frilingos advanced the discussion further by seeking to 
explain how John’s visions are shaped and expressed in terms of distinctly Roman 
concepts of masculinity, seeing, and vision—an important observation that I will attend 
to carefully when considering images of the pregnant body.19 Employing a literary 
approach and identifying John of Patmos’s style as “fantasy literature,” Tina Pippin 
                                                                                                                                            
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994); John G. Gager, Reinventing Paul (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000).  
17 Dale Martin, The Corinthian Body (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995), 118-120. 
18 Adela Yarbro Collins, The Combat Myth in the Book of Revelation (Missoula, MT: Scholars, 1976).  
19 Christopher Frilingos, Spectacles of Empire: Monsters, Martyrs, and the Book of Revelation 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 6. 
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considered the gendered implication of fantasies of violence, rape, and pregnancy in 
John’s apocalypse. Her analysis illuminates the contrast between the image of the 
Woman Clothed with the Sun and the other female characters in Revelation, particularly 
the Whore and Jezebel.20 As she argues, the narrative’s violent and gendered rhetoric, 
while rich with female images, results in the complete exclusion (and perhaps even 
annihilation) of women, a challenge that my own work will further explore.21  
 4 Ezra (also known as 2 Esdras 3-14)22 is a less frequently studied apocalyptic text 
written in the late first century CE in Rome by an unknown Jewish author. Many scholars 
argue that the text was originally written in Hebrew and later translated into Greek, but 
extant manuscripts remain only in Latin,23 Syriac, Coptic (fragments), Ethiopic, 
Georgian, Armenian, and Arabic.24 Similarly to Revelation, 4 Ezra refers to Rome as 
Babylon and deals with the basic questions of theodicy, the resolution to which seems to 
be the end of this world and the emergence of a new world under the reign of God. 
Within this particular eschatological scheme, images of women’s bodies figure 
prominently in discussions concerning the arrival of the appointed time at which the 
                                                
20 Tina Pippin, Death and Desire: The Rhetoric of Gender in the Apocalypse of John (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), 78. 
21 Pippin, Death and Desire, 69-70. 
22For extensive discussion of the texts, manuscripts, and historical situation see e.g. B.M. Metzger, 
“The Fourth Book of Ezra” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (Volume 1), ed. James H. Charlesworth 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 517-519; Michael Edward Stone, Fourth Ezra, ed. Frank 
Moore Cross (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1990), 1-47.  
23 Metzger’s translation favors the Latin text. See Metzger, 518; Robert Lublock Bensly, The Fourth 
Book of Ezra: The Latin Version (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1895). 
24 Metzger, “The Fourth Book of Ezra,” 517-518. 
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change will take place, as Frances Flannery and Karina Hogan have shown.25 Flannery 
understands 4 Ezra’s visions and discussions as primarily pedagogical; the images of 
women’s bodies are the medium through which the book’s revelations become 
understandable and instructive. Hogan connects 4 Ezra’s images of pregnancy and 
childbirth to the metaphorical concept of Mother Earth, to which the narrative’s 
characters both appeal in order to make distinct arguments about God’s plans for 
humanity and the cosmos at large. My dissertation addresses the gendered implications of 
4 Ezra’s maternal imagery and its relationship to a broader cultural discourse about 
women, their bodies, and the future, which is distinctive because it connects this imagery 
to the cultural framework in which it is intelligible. From within this framework it is 
possible to recognize instances where writers of apocalyptic eschatology have subverted 
or reframed pregnancy and childbirth images to correspond to their worldview, which 
views the present time as irrevocably corrupt. 
Building on the work discussed above, but with a particular focus on pregnancy, 
childbirth, and maternal imagery across texts and traditions, my own project calls 
attention to the dependence of Jewish apocalyptic texts on a wider discursive and 
material framework. As I will argue, the images in these narratives cannot be viewed as 
uniquely Jewish: the complexities of literary and material culture in this period suggests a 
                                                
25 Frances Flannery, “‘Go, Ask a Woman's Womb’: Birth and the Maternal Body as Sources of 
Revelation and Wisdom in 4 Ezra,” Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 21, no. 3 (2012): 243-258; 
Karina Hogan, "Mother Earth as a Conceptual Metaphor in 4 Ezra" Catholic Biblical Quarterly 73, no. 1 
(2011): 72-91. See also Edith McEwan Humphrey, The Ladies and the Cities: Transformation and 
Apocalyptic Identity in Joseph and Aseneth, 4 Ezra, the Apocalypse and the Shepherd of Hermas 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 57-83. 
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blending of cultures within the Roman Empire even in cases when Roman rule is being 
resisted and rejected. As Frilingos has insisted, scholars must avoid the temptation to 
separate religious ideas, visionaries, and their visions from a Roman world that rendered 
these writings intelligible and gave them a broad appeal.26 In the interest of bringing 
together dispersed examples of pregnancy visions and situating them within their own 
cultural system, my work also addresses images of maternity and artifacts employed to 
promote fertility. This work nuances earlier discussions of sex and gender more closely 
focused on virginity and asceticism by addressing the stylized presentation of women and 
mothers in imperial iconography and the commonplace circumstances of maternity 
conveyed through artifacts employed in appeals for fertility and health. 
 Images of pregnancy and birth in literature, medical advice, and religious 
practices were intertwined with the way ancient Jewish authors conceptualized the 
eschaton. This study further contextualizes these literary visions making clear (as much 
as is possible) the involvement of women in their own fertility illuminating the valence of 
these apocalyptic images for ancient authors and their audiences. While male writers of 
apocalyptic eschatology described pregnant women in their texts as elements of their 
visions and fantasies, the rhetoric referring to them was real, intelligible, and effective, 
communicating key presuppositions about gendered identity and the possible meanings of 
childbirth. The stance of apocalyptic thinkers like Paul against reproduction in light of the 
imminent eschaton did not interrupt his interest in pregnancy or his participation in a 
wider discourse about women. Drawing upon imagined experiences of childbirth and 
                                                
26 Frilingos, Spectacles of Empire, 5. 
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placing these experiences within their redemptive eschatological fantasies, writers of 
apocalyptic eschatology took seriously the anxiety and pain of childbirth while they 
reiterated prevailing cultural norms that portrayed women as vessels.  
 
Methods of Investigation  
 Engaging in close readings of references to pregnancy within apocalyptic 
literature, this study aims to expand the discussion of “birth pangs” (1 Thess 5:3) and 
creation “groaning” (Rom 8:22), figures such as the “woman clothed with the sun” (Rev 
12:1), and the value of prophetic consultation with “a woman’s womb” (4 Ezra 5:46) 
beyond the realm of metaphor and allegory to include the concrete communal and civic 
concerns expressed in other forms of evidence. References to pregnancy and birth can be 
found in a great variety of ancient texts, but the focus of this dissertation is birth images 
within the genre of apocalyptic literature.27 The rhetoric of pregnancy and images used by 
Paul, John of Patmos, and in 4 Ezra are compared, closely analyzed, and juxtaposed with 
depictions of pregnancy in philosophical/medical texts in order to place them within a 
broader cultural frame.28 Yet, medical investigation and intervention was only one option 
for ancient people trying to influence their bodily systems; they also visited and made 
                                                
27 In this way, my work is limited and will not address, for example, the birth narratives of Jesus in the 
gospels of Matthew and Luke. This intentional limitation will allow me to explicate several examples 
within a single genre and to examine thematic and contextual commonalities and differences across that 
genre. 
28 In antiquity barrenness was a common problem, and men could divorce their wives for failing to 
bear children. See e.g. Mary R. Lefkowitz and Maureen B. Fant, Women's Life in Greece and Rome 
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), 97. Other evidence suggests, however, that not 
every woman wanted to bear children. See e.g. John M. Riddle, Contraception and Abortion from the 
Ancient World to the Renaissance (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992).  
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sacrifices at temples to various gods, used herbal remedies, cast magical spells, wore 
amulets, participated in incubation (the practice of sleeping at a temple or sacred place 
hoping for a dream that might offer healing), and left votive offerings further indicating 
the importance of pregnancy and reproduction.29 The material remains of these practices 
serve here as an additional source, offering evidence of the active pursuit of fertility in 
the form of votive offerings and other deposits. Alongside the material remains connected 
to the active pursuit of pregnancy and the production of children, imperially sponsored 
images of women depicted on coins, temples, and municipal buildings are also important 
sources for understanding cultural standards and gender norms in the ancient world.30 
Together, these multiple sources speak to the way images of women and images related 
to women participated in an extensive cultural imperative that imbued pregnancy with 
rhetorical significance and profound importance.  
Gender and feminist theory offers a crucial framework for interpreting the 
feminine images set forth in apocalyptic texts. As a condition unique to women, 
pregnancy is necessarily a gendered situation, which plays out in the apocalyptic 
literature that makes use of it as an image and symbol.31 These heavily gendered images 
of pregnancy and childbirth work in unexpected ways to convey hope for a radically 
                                                
29 See e.g. Rebecca Flemming, “The Invention of Infertility in the Classic Greek World: Medicine, 
Divinity, and Gender,” The Bulletin of the History of Medicine 87, no. 4 (2013): 565-590. 
30 Images of women in imperial contexts are very rarely pregnant, but symbols surrounding them or 
their presence among husbands and sons often highlight their maternity and reproductive success.  
31 Numerous scholars have investigated the role of “nature” in articulating gender today. See Simone 
de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 2010), 283; and the discussion of Beauvoir’s work by Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism 
and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge 1990), 11.  
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different future. The apostle Paul, for example, acknowledges the pressures of his society 
by making allowances for married couples, yet not for the sake of maintaining the 
population, but rather as a method of controlling passions. Thus, in Paul’s writings, 
childbearing is beside the point. Instead of promoting marriage and childbirth, the apostle 
looked forward to the second coming of Jesus, the end of the world, and the inauguration 
of cosmic judgment. Even so, he describes the otherworldly forces about to enact the 
eschaton in terms of the very thing he has ignored: pregnancy.32 In this way, Paul 
dramatically transformed the meaning and importance of pregnancy from an expectation 
imposed on free couples—and women in particular—to an expressive illustration of the 
coming judgment. 
 In John of Patmos’ vision, the woman clothed with the sun is unnamed and does 
not speak (except to cry out in pain in 12:2); she gives birth and promptly disappears into 
the wilderness. The woman’s activity of giving birth while being threatened by a dragon 
is superseded by her passive speechlessness and the necessity of her rescue.33 John 
defines her pregnancy and delineates its meaning within the literary world of his 
apocalypse. Similarly, 4 Ezra also contains graphic and distinctive images of the pregnant 
body that work rhetorically to highlight the power and mastery of the God of Israel over 
the bodies of women and by extension time, creation, and the cosmos. In 4 Ezra 5, the 
                                                
32 In Romans 8:22 Paul describes creation groaning (συστανάζω) and in pain (συνωδίνω) with the 
coming of the “new creation.” Translators have often concluded that Paul intended to call labor pains to 
mind since he is describing the period just before the “...ἀπολύτρωσιν τοῦ σώματος ἡμῶν” or the 
“redemption of our bodies” (Rom. 8:23). Another example in 1 Thessalonians 5:3 explains the eschaton 
coming on as surprisingly as labor pains (ὠδὶν) come upon a pregnant woman. 
33 Pippin, Death and Desire, 75-77. 
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angel, Uriel, repeatedly suggests that the visionary, Ezra, should “go ask a woman’s 
womb” for the answers to his questions about the end of the world,34 and in 4 Ezra 5:8 
and 6:21, untimely pregnancy and birth become horrific elements of the visible signs of 
the impending eschaton. Images of pregnancy and birth are both an illustration of the 
eschaton’s arrival and a sign of the impending judgment. All three texts show a deep 
curiosity about and concern for the mysteries of conception, pregnancy, and childbirth, 
which are employed for their literary and symbolic value, even as they participate in a 
wider discourse about women’s passivity and weakness.  
 
Outline 
 This dissertation contains four core chapters with brief introductory and 
concluding sections. Each chapter highlights a significant text focusing on pregnancy, 
childbirth, and images of the female body and pairs them with a relevant example of 
material remains, imperial art, or ritual practice addressing feminine reproductive 
capacities in order to contextualize the text within a broader cultural framework.35 I do 
not mean to imply through this combination of text and material culture that Writers of 
apocalyptic eschatology saw, interacted with, or even knew about the structures or 
                                                
34 4 Ezra 5:46-47; 4 Ezra 5:48-49 makes an interesting reference to the earth as a womb; and 4 Ezra 
5:51-53. 
35 Laura Nasrallah, Christian Responses to Roman Art and Architecture: The Second-Century Church 
Amid the Spaces of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 7-12. See also Zsuzsanna 
Várhelyi, “Gendered Agents and Embodied Religious Experience,” in A Companion to the Archaeology of 
Religion in the Ancient World, ed. Rubina Raja, and Jörg Rüpke (Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2015), 120, 
124. Várhelyi also draws connections between textual and material remains noting the difficulty of doing 
so when literary evidence has been privileged. 
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artifacts I describe; I highlight these images because they also engage in ancient 
conversations concerning reproduction, gender, power, and the future. As Laura 
Nasrallah explains reflecting on her analytical method, “I bring these voices and spaces 
together so that we can overhear and glimpse the discursive world in which literature, 
images, and architecture were produced, and among which both Christians and non-
Christians formulated their arguments.”36 Connecting these apocalyptic textual images to 
archaeological remains from the Roman Empire makes it is possible to compare and 
contrast imperial sponsored rhetoric and apocalyptic rhetoric communicated through 
material representations of women and images of pregnancy and childbirth.  
The core chapters are organized chronologically as much as is possible beginning 
with the medical literature (3rd century BCE-1st century CE), moving on to Pauline 
literature (mid 1st century CE), the book of Revelation (late 1st century CE), and ending 
with 4 Ezra (also late 1st century CE). This structure takes into account the varied uses of 
pregnancy images in each text and provides a framework within which examples may be 
examined individually and viewed as part of a broader cultural discourse of femininity 
and pregnancy. Votives, amulets, and medical literature that address the pregnant body 
enable me to address similarities and differences in assumptions about the female body in 
the biblical and extra biblical texts. This contextualization addresses the social, 
demographic, and historical issues surrounding reproduction in the Greco-Roman world, 
and provides a critical wedge through which I address the way images of childbearing 
                                                
36 Nasrallah, Christian Responses, 12. 
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were used creatively by Writers of apocalyptic eschatology while simultaneously 
participating in broader discussions about gender and power. 
 The first chapter introduces important ancient theoretical work on sex, gender, 
and reproduction, from which I consider the historical and literary materials that will be 
the main focus of the chapters that follow. Votives and amulets comprise an interesting 
set of magical/medical evidence that provides tactile and visual representations of the 
inner workings of the female reproductive system. The sheer volume of these 
representations found in the form of votives and on amulets speaks to the notion of 
pregnancy as a cultural imperative. That pregnancy was desired and sought after by both 
men and women is unquestionable, and the conceptualization of the uterus as a hollow 
space or vessel within the female body is important for understanding the philosophical 
discussion of women’s anatomy and the connections medical philosophers drew between 
that anatomy and women’s lower social status. Comparisons between these pieces of 
material evidence and the writings of medical philosophers suggest that women’s bodies 
were conceptualized in terms of hollowness and evaluated by the ability of their wombs 
to adequately open and close to contain male semen and a growing fetus. The depiction 
and description of the female body as a vessel finds expression in a variety of different 
images, practices, and recommendations all of which emphasize the purposeful passivity 
of female anatomy and its essential role in the continuation of human life. These 
connections and ideas about women and their anatomy are part of a broad conceptual 
framework specific to the culture of the Roman period within which imperial and 
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apocalyptic rhetoric about women, pregnancy, and childbirth is functional and able to be 
understood.  
 Chapter two focuses on images or discussions of women from three of Paul’s 
letters (1 Thessalonians, 1 Corinthians, and Romans) and compares them to the image of 
the woman on the “Tellus panel” of the Ara Pacis. The symbolism of the “Tellus panel” 
communicates peace, security, and fecundity through the image of a semi-divine woman 
gently reclined holding two infants surrounded by attendants and pastoral symbols of 
abundance and prosperity. Within his own apocalyptic worldview, Paul’s images of 
women take on a significantly more negative character as he attempts to shift the focus of 
his followers away from bucolic ideas of peaceful family life to an urgent eschatological 
mandate of purity best achieved through celibacy or sexual abstinence. Paul invites his 
followers to be disgusted by images of maternity and the pregnant body because they 
conform to the expectations of a morally corrupted world and threaten to bind his 
followers to a rapidly deteriorating way of life. For Paul, images of pregnancy 
communicate the degradation of the world, and he uses them to encourage his followers 
to recognize their own subjugation and the necessity of God’s intervention for their 
redemption and salvation.  
Paul’s letters perform the difficult task of reinterpreting the pregnant body and 
changing the perception of it from something desired and joyfully anticipated to 
something abhorrent and shameful in light of a quickly approaching eschatological event. 
The images in his apocalyptic rhetoric portray the female body as entirely imperfect and 
corrupt investing them with a meaning that seems drastically different from the Roman 
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images; these alternative depictions imply pregnancy and childbearing were central 
values of moral and divinely sanctioned imperial rule. Paul’s reinterpretation and 
rejection of the pregnant body is remarkable in its depth and intensity, but his is only one 
example. Other Writers of apocalyptic eschatology also engage the pregnant female body 
within their narrative images in order to make claims of authority in the name of the God 
of Israel. 
A much more graphic image of pregnancy can be found in the Book of Revelation 
(Rev 12). The third chapter of this dissertation addresses this dramatic childbirth scene 
alongside the feminine images seen among the remains of the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias. 
There are two categories of feminine images on the Sebasteion: conquered ethne and 
honored imperial matrons. The juxtaposition of these two types of women portray Rome 
as the virile master of all, capable of subduing foreign bodies and making them 
productive members of the Roman Empire while conserving the decorum and honor of 
their own women who contribute by producing legitimate heirs. The dramatic birth scene 
in Revelation portrays the woman clothed with the sun as an honorable matron under the 
protection of the masculine God of Israel. Applying common cultural ideas about gender 
and women’s roles in society alongside a preoccupation with the creation of legitimate 
heirs to power, John’s narrative places the God of Israel in the position of the ultimate 
cosmic ruler allowing Him to save the post-natal woman clothed with the sun and the 
newborn male heir while subduing a vicious dragon that threatened their lives.  
 Revelation’s graphic images of childbirth and the escape of the woman clothed 
with the sun in John’s cosmic battle scene emphasize the ultimate masculinity and power 
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of the God of Israel. As the woman clothed with the sun takes on the role of honorable 
matron, John shows that the dragon is an uncivilized and power-hungry tyrant using a 
gendered argument centered on the masculine virtues of self-control and moderation. 
When God prevails saving the woman and her newborn child, it becomes clear that God 
is the ultimate masculine ruler of the universe. John’s narrative participates in 
conversations concerning divinely ordained sovereignty taking seriously gendered images 
of pregnancy and childbirth that ensure dynastic continuity and serve to legitimate rulers. 
John’s narrative generates its own divinely sanctioned legitimacy through a powerful and 
stunning visual interpretation of the current state of the world.  
 The fourth and final chapter of this dissertation addresses the extensive maternal 
imagery present in 4 Ezra alongside a discussion of the celebration of the ludi saeculares 
by emperors Augustus, Claudius, and Domitian. This chapter is strategically different 
from the chapters that precede it because 4 Ezra, like annual imperial calendars and 
festivals, exhibits an intense concern for time. In the same way that art and architecture 
can make arguments and contribute to ongoing cultural conversations, conceptualizations 
of time evidenced by recurring celebrations and the discourses related to those 
celebrations have an impact on the conceptualization of history, the future, and the 
broader world or cosmos. Augustus’ ludi saeculares celebrated the inauguration of a new 
golden age, and commemorated the occasion with supplications to various gods and 
goddesses including Illythaie, the goddess of childbirth. These celebrations 
commemorated the ascendancy of Rome over the course of history and petitioned the 
gods to continue their support of endless generations of Romans into the glorious future. 
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4 Ezra, recounting a sequence of events focused squarely on the people of Israel, 
creatively applies images of fecundity and childbirth to assert the power of the God of 
Israel over creation, history, and time. 4 Ezra’s understanding of time beginning from 
God’s creation of the cosmos challenges the idea of a renewed imperial “golden age” and 
implies that, since time has a beginning, it must also have an end. 4 Ezra’s feminine 
images take seriously the anxiety of pregnancy and waiting for childbirth to begin 
focusing on the end of pregnancy. A climactic vision of childbirth previews this end as 
Zion, symbolized by an ailing maternal figure, gives birth to a beautiful new city as she, 
herself, fades into the past.  
 4 Ezra’s lack of definitive context and intense focus on time and futurity have 
important implications for the possible meanings of the numerous pregnancy and 
childbirth images found within the narrative. Close readings of 4 Ezra’s pregnancy and 
birth images provide the best opportunity to understand these images in light of the 
author’s preoccupation with time. The text of 4 Ezra presents a fitting end to this project 
as it brings together several instantiations of birth imagery and offers extended 
discussions of pregnancy not found in Paul’s letters and Revelation. 4 Ezra offers an 
example of a text that effectively uses images of women’s bodies to argue that the God of 
Israel is the only legitimate leader who has controlled time from the point of creation 
onward, and he will bring about a new age of prosperity for his people (the people of 
Israel) as the virile masculine ruler of the cosmos. 
 Images of pregnant women and women in childbirth are an important feature of 
apocalyptic discourse in the first-century. Women’s hollow bodies opening to give birth, 
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the pain they experience, the sounds they make, and the infants to whom they give birth 
captured the imaginations of writers of apocalyptic eschatology. As these male authors 
envisioned how the eschaton might occur, they simultaneously criticized the state of their 
world as active participants in a broader culture that viewed women and their bodies as 
excessive and boundless. Their visions and fantasies concerning women and their bodies 
must be understood within the cultural, literary, and material context of the Roman 
Empire that render the images they use intelligible and comprehensive. Imperial and 
apocalyptic arguments alike employ images of women and children within discourses of 
gender, power, and futurity, engaging the reproductive body as an intermediary between 
the divine realm of the gods and the world of human beings. In apocalyptic texts, the 
pregnant body is a paradox of anxiety, pain and optimistic hope, but it is also the site 
through which divine favor is bestowed or anger is enacted.  
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CHAPTER 1: PREGNANCY, CHILDBIRTH, AND MEDICINE IN THE 
ANCIENT WORLD 
Ancient women were likely deeply invested in their own fecundity, but, as both 
material evidence and philosophical work on pregnancy highlights, so were their 
families, their communities, and the men who hoped to impregnate them. A woman’s 
fecundity was dependent on the function of her womb, which in turn was a reflection of 
her overall health. The womb’s ability to perform its functions in terms of sex, 
pregnancy, and childbirth was essential to the continuous operation of family life in the 
ancient world. Votives, amulets, and medical philosophers all relied on the underlying 
notion that the womb was a hollow space within women’s bodies that was meant to be 
filled with male semen and a growing fetus. The perception of female bodies as vessels 
finds expression in a variety of different ways, but it is perhaps most striking in ritual 
performances and discussions related to the desire for pregnancy. 
There are no descriptions of the ways pregnancy was experienced by women in 
the ancient world, but traces of practices related to pregnancy and childbirth can be found 
in funerary reliefs; votive offerings; inscriptions, symbols, and pictures carved into small 
stones known as amulets; and the writings of male philosophers interested in the human 
body. Votives, small terracotta representations of female anatomy (typically the uterus, 
but also breasts, pregnant torsos, and even swaddled infants) and amulets, small stones 
worn on or close to the body inscribed with combinations of images of uteri, locks and 
keys, gods and goddesses, divine names, and charms, were used widely throughout the 
ancient world. These objects evoke the gods and solicit their divine intervention to aid 
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conception, prevent miscarriage, speed childbirth, and ease pain. Their remains provide 
evidence that women sought, with divine assistance, to influence their reproductive 
capacities. 
The use of votives and amulets illustrate a widespread and shared desire to 
conceive and carry a fetus to term. As these objects demonstrate, women addressed 
concerns related to procreation by focusing on their hollow wombs. The actions relating 
to their use were ritual performances occurring as a normal part of everyday life.37 The 
physical renderings of votive uteri emphasized the hollow emptiness of the uterus, and 
some surviving examples contain small pebbles indicating a desire that the emptiness be 
filled. Similarly, amuletic representations showed the uterus as a vessel that could be 
manipulated by keys controlled by the gods. Medical literature written by male 
philosophers approached women’s bodies in much the same way but with different 
objectives. In contrast to the practical interventions evinced by these objects, medical 
authors sought to categorize women’s bodies within a cosmic structure that merged 
anatomical function, social expectation, and health. From this perspective, women’s 
health meant that all parts of her body were functioning correctly, meaning her womb 
could and would accept male seed and nurture a pregnancy to term. According to the 
medical literature, pregnancy was the epitome of feminine health because the womb was 
                                                
37 This speaks to the general “culture” of pregnancy. See David Frankfurter, “Fetus Magic and Sorcery 
Fears in Roman Egypt” Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 46, no. 1 (2006): 40, David Frankfurter’s 
discussion of fetus magic (a more malicious magic that has little to do with pregnancy and more to do with 
powers attributed to a brephos or fetus) identifies the process of procuring an amulet as “a kind of catharsis 
through the course of ritual procedures.” 
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performing its purpose, which was to become pregnant, and women were living up to 
social expectation, which was to become mothers.  
Though quite different in function and audience, votives, amulets, and medical 
literature all assume that the womb is a vessel waiting to be filled. Even so, the varied 
forms of this evidence point to a diversity of methods for controlling female fertility, 
conception, pregnancy, and parturition that engaged and encouraged the participation of 
individuals, families, and communities.38 The variety of treatments for fertility and 
successful childbearing that conceptualize the female body as empty and in need of 
filling reaches beyond the scope of ancient medical applications. Writers of apocalyptic 
eschatology also apply the logic of hollowness through the application of gendered 
images of pregnancy and childbirth on a cosmic scale to signify the degradation of the 
world and the need for God’s intervention bringing about the end of pregnancy and the 
end of the world.  
Ancient Jewish writers would have been deeply familiar with both the cultural 
impetus to become pregnant and with a number of the techniques employed to guarantee 
results. The apocalyptic writings they composed diagnosed the same problem of 
emptiness within women’s bodies, but working against the dominant point of view, they 
                                                
38 It is important to note that pregnancy in antiquity was likely not understood in “medical” terms; it 
was certainly not a medical condition that required the supervision of a doctor and hospitalization. Birth 
would have happened at home attended by midwives or female family/community members. The male 
authors of medical literature who discuss pregnancy and childbirth were certainly not anything like 
gynecological doctors today. These men were philosophers attempting to offer a theoretical or 
philosophical system by which the human body could be understood and classified correctly within the 
cosmos. They were clearly interested in the human body, its processes, and optimal function, but to call 
them “doctors” presumes an anachronistic delineation between science and philosophy. I will call them 
medical philosophers for lack of a more accurate term, however “medical” also seems anachronistic and 
out of place within this context. Their analysis and discourse about the female body was shaped by a 
distinctive cultural context quite different from the contemporary medical model.  
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did not view pregnancy as a cure. Instead, Writers of apocalyptic eschatology 
appropriated images of pregnancy and childbirth to highlight pain, fear, and the desperate 
need for redemption as they looked forward to the end of the age. Unlike the medical 
philosophers and the women, men, and families who sought divine and professional help 
to become pregnant, these writers hoped for a future without the need for women’s 
pregnancies. Capable of perpetuating cycles of corrupt generations, seemingly forever, 
women’s actual pregnancies needed to be stopped so that creation’s “pregnancy” could 
be fulfilled by birth inaugurating God’s judgment and reign. 
In what follows, I describe votive offerings and amulets and discuss their use as 
images in reference to female genitalia, menstruation, pregnancy, and parturition. I 
interpret these objects in terms of ritual performances and suggest that women had a 
robust medical praxis that relied on their knowledge “in the body.”39 These objects made 
the invisible processes of conception and childbirth tangible and visual. They imposed 
structure and conceptualized bodily function in order that they might direct the gods to 
take control in ways that optimized women’s chances of becoming pregnant, staying 
pregnant, and delivering successfully. Taking this evidence as primary, I compare and 
                                                
39 Glancy uses this phrase in the introduction to her book to begin her investigation of the “cultural 
habituation of bodies” and its impact on epistemology and social structure. See Jennifer Glancy, Corporal 
Knowledge: Early Christian Bodies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 1-5. For more on 
epistemology and the body, see Mark Johnson, The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, 
Imagination, and Reason (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). My focus on women and the 
bricolage of treatments deployed in the interest of their care should not be taken to suggest that male 
knowledge was, in comparison, systematic and consistent. It was not. Male medical knowledge in regards 
to men was also knowledge “in the body,” but male knowledge of the female body was observational and 
comparative. Men knew what they knew about women’s bodies from what they could see and what they 
inferred from their own experiences in their own bodies. This becomes more readily apparent in the latter 
half of this chapter devoted to medical philosophers. For more on ritual performance see Catherine M. Bell, 
Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
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contrast these objects with the medical literature that also contributed to discourses 
concerning pregnancy. Medical writers like Hippocrates, Galen, and Soranus placed 
women and their bodies within philosophical systems that understood gender and social 
structures as “natural,” discussing female anatomy as a subsidiary of male anatomy and 
deploying social notions of femininity within their discussions of female bodily 
processes. I conclude that a comprehensive understanding of pregnancy in antiquity 
requires a consideration of both ritualized bodily performances and theoretical or 
philosophical systems that articulated (and therefore sought to shape) notions of anatomy, 
gender, and “the feminine” according to their functions and potentials.40 By considering 
the literature produced by medical philosophers after my discussion of votive offerings 
and amulets, I pursue a decentralizing approach that places discursive attempts to explain  
women’s bodies second to the activities of those who developed their own ways of 
ensuring fertility and safe childbirth. In later chapters, I consider the implications of this 
survey for the interpretation of early Jewish apocalyptic literature. An attempt to 
undermine the necessity of pregnancy was, I argue, a central rhetorical strategy of these 
writers and understandably so given the widespread demand that women become 
pregnant—a demand fostered and pursued by women themselves. An explicit rejection of 
actual pregnancy amounted to a clear break with the “things of this world.”  
 
                                                
40 For more on ritual performance see Várhelyi, “Gendered Agents and Embodied Religious 
Experience,” 125-27; Rosemary Joyce, “Embodied Subjectivity: Gender, Femininity, Masculinity, 
Sexuality,” in A Companion to Social Archaeology, ed. Lynn Meskell, and Robert W. Preucel (Malden, 
MA: Blackwell, 2004), 84. See also Amy Hollywood, “Performativity, Citationality, Ritualization,” in 
Bodily Citations: Religion and Judith Butler, ed. Ellen T. Armour and Susan M. St. Ville (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2006), 252-74. 
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Votives 
 The prevalence of votive offerings, including breasts, swaddled infants, and uteri 
represented as hollow vessels found at sites across Italy demonstrate widespread concern 
for feminine health as it related to fertility and childbearing.41 At Fontanile di Legnisina 
in the territory of Vulci, and Gravisca and Ara della Regina in the territory of Tarquinia, 
upwards of 200 votive uteri have been be found dating between the Hellenistic and early 
Roman periods.42 Researchers believe these offerings were deposited at sacred sites by 
                                                
41 The swaddled infant votives have been used most recently to discuss the ways new parents engaged 
their infant children in the community and cult activity. See Emma-Jayne Graham, “Infant votives and 
swaddling in Hellenistic Italy,” in Infant Health and Death in Roman Italy and Beyond, ed. Maureen 
Carroll and Emma-Jayne Graham (Portsmouth, RI: Journal of Roman Archaeology, 2014), 23-46. 
42 Graham’s tables show a large number of uteri found at Fontanile di Legnisina in the territory of 
Vulci, and Gravisca and Ara della Regina in the territory of Tarquinia to name a few specific examples 
(Graham, “Making Infants,” 220-222). See also J. MacIntosh Turfa, “Votive Offerings in Etruscan 
Religion,” in Religion of the Etruscans, ed. N. T. de Grummond and E. Simon (Austin, TX: University of 
Texas Press, 2006), 90–115, esp. 95-97, 101-102. Alexandra Lesk has argued, the practice of offering 
votives at cultic centers for the purposes of healing and divine intervention most likely originated in 
Corinth, eventually spreading to south-western Etruria and then on to Rome. See Alexandra Lesk, “The 
Anatomical Votive Terracotta Phenomenon in Central Italy: Complexities of the Corinthian Connection,” 
Bar International Series 1040 (2002): 193. This is a revision of the theory that the practice of votive 
offerings moved directly from Corinth to Rome and gained popularity via Roman colonization as stated in 
M. Torelli, “Aspetti ideologici della colonizzazione romana più antica,” DialArch 6 (1988): 65-72. Many 
Italian scholars (most notably G. Baggieri, A. Comella, and M. Fenelli) have done extensive work on 
Etruscan votives. See G. Baggieri, “Archaeology, religion and medicine,” in L’Antica Anatomia nell’Arte 
dei Donaria, II Parte: Archeologia, Religione e Medicina, ed. G. Baggieri (Rome: Ministero per i Beni e le 
Attività Culturali, 1999), 80–86; G. Baggieri, P. A. Margariti, and M. di Giacomo, “Fertilità, Virilità, 
Maternità,” in L’Antica Anatomia nell’Arte dei Donaria, I Parte: ‘Speranza e Sofferenza’ nei Votivi 
Anatomici dell’Antichità, ed. G. Baggieri (Rome: Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali, 1996), 22–7; 
A. Comella, Il Materiale Votivo Tardo di Gravisca (Rome: Giorgio Bretschneider Editore, 1978); A. 
Comella, “Tipologia e Diffusione dei Complessi Votivi in Italia in Epoca Medio- e Tardo-Repubblicana,” 
Mélanges de l’Ecole Française de Rome: Antiquité 93 (1981): 717–803; A. Comella, Il Deposito Votivo 
presso l’Ara della Regina: Materiali del Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Tarquinia IV (Rome: Giorgio 
Bretschneider Editore, 1982); A. Comella, “Sacralità e Divinità nei Votivi Anatomici” in L’Antica 
Anatomia nell’Arte dei Donaria, I Parte: ‘Speranza e Sofferenza’ nei Votivi Anatomici dell’Antichità, ed. G. 
Baggieri (Rome: Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali, 1996), 10-15; Maria Fenelli, “Contributo allo 
studio del votivo anatomico. I votivi antatomici di Lavinio,” ArchClass 27 (1975): 216–224, pl. xl. For later 
votives from the first and second centuries CE see Björn Forsén, Griechische Glieder- weihungen: Ein 
Untersuchung zu ihrer Typologie und ihrer religions-und sozial-geschichtlichen Bedeutung (Helsinki: 
Suomen Ateenan-instituutin säätiö, 1996), 90-92, fig. 93-96. See also David Frankfurter, “Fetus Magic,” 
48. 
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petitioners to acknowledge that a local deity granted a request for them.43 Votive uteri and 
swaddled infants were likely related to requests for fertility; they attest to an active 
female presence at particular shrines and represent the concerns of the women who 
deposited them.44 These offerings are specifically referents to women—those wishing to 
become mothers.45  
The uteri were likely produced in volume, but there is evidence of specialized 
inscriptions and even different designs; some variations may be attempts to represent 
maladies such as fibroids that affect the womb.46 These objects were inexpensive and 
                                                
43 Graham, “Making Infants,” 218; Turfa, “Votive Offerings in Etruscan Religion,” 90-91. See also 
John P. Bodel, “‘Sacred Dedications’: A Problem of Definitions,” in Dediche Sacre nel Mondo Greco- 
Romano: Diffusione, Funzioni, Tipologie/Religious Dedications in the Greco-Roman World: Distribution, 
Typology, Use: Institutum Romanum Finlandiae, American Academy in Rome 19–20 Aprile 2006, ed. John 
Bodel and Mika Kajava (Rome: Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae, 2009), 17–30. It is important to note that 
scholars are not sure exactly how these items were used. It is impossible to know if they were left after 
healing, in anticipation of a healing, as a proxy for the person seeking healing, etc. See Alexandra Lesk, 
"The Anatomical Votive Terracotta Phenomenon: Healing Sanctuaries in the Etrusco-Latial-Campanian 
Region during the Fourth through First Centuries B.C." (PhD diss., University of Cincinnati, 1999), 121-
125. 
44 “Traditionally, many ex-votos are described as ‘fertility offerings’. However, it is necessary to 
acknowledge that, although this might refer to the capacity of a human couple to produce offspring, as well 
as to animals and crops, it might also operate as a catch-all category for good fortune or aspects of the life-
course related to productiveness, including marriage and puberty” (Graham, “Making Infants,” 218-219).  
45 Emma-Jayne Graham writes, “There is no evidence that votive uteri were an allusion to anything 
other than the physical body of a prospective mother: they depict a distinctive part of her own anatomy 
brought to the attention of the divine in the same way that models of limbs, eyes or ears represented the 
diseased, injured or transitional bodies of suppliants” (Graham, “Making Infants,” 219).  
46 See Jean M. Turfa, “Anatomical Votives and Italian Medical Traditions” in Murlo and the 
Etruscans: Art and Society in Ancient Etruria, ed. De Puma, Richard Daniel, and Jocelyn Penny Small 
(Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1994), 224-240. The designs of uteri vary widely and are an 
interesting side note. Some include nodes or nodules which may indicate fibroids. It is difficult to say 
where the designs came from, but Turfa argues that they spread from city centers where post-mortem 
Caesarian sections may have been performed as part of a legal requirement that a pregnant woman’s fetus 
be excised before burial (lex regia de mortuo inferendo). Turfa writes extensively on the possibility that 
votive design may have been impacted by this practice, and his notes contain addition research on the 
history of the Caesarian section (“Anatomical Votives,” 229; 233; 238n60-64). See also Dyre Trolle, The 
History of Caesarean Section (Copenhagen: C.A. Reitzel, 1982), 17. Trolle notes that Hippocrates, Celsus, 
and Soranus do not mention the practice, and Galen has only literary knowledge. Regarding the law see 
Lesk, “The Anatomical Votive Terracotta Phenomenon,” 127-129; A. Watson, “Roman Private Law and 
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widely available to everyone, with the possible exception of slaves.47 Typical examples of 
uterine votives are small, oblong, and hollow with a sealed representation of an opening 
on one end and ridges along the outside (Figure 1).48 Veronique Dasen likens the form of 
uterine votives to wineskins, and Jean MacIntosh Turfa notes that some found at 
Fontanile di Legnisina were on stands “like vases.”49 This kind of display “must have 
been a deliberate choice of the worshiper,” meant to emphasize the receptacle quality of a 
healthy uterus and its ability to open to admit male seed and contain it.50 At sites in Vulci 
and Tarquinia, many of the votive wombs were filled; they contained small pebbles or 
terracotta balls (1-2 cm in diameter) possibly meant to represent a wish that the uterus be 
filled and the bearer become pregnant.51 
Uterine votives may be interpreted as a materialization of a widespread cultural 
perspective: women’s empty wombs are sown with seed and feminine health involves 
                                                                                                                                            
the Leges Regiae,” JRS 62 (1972): 100-105; T. F. C. Blagg, “Cult Practice and its Social Context in the 
Religious Sanctuaries of Latium and Southern Etruria: The Sanctuary of Diana at Nemi,” in Papers in 
Italian Archaeology Part IV: Classical and Medieval Archaeology, ed. C. Malon and S. Stoddart. vol. 246 
(Oxford: BAR, 1985), 33-50.  
47 See Turfa, “Anatomical Votives,” 224-225, 233n4.  
48 Graham, “Making Infants,” 219; Lesk, “The Anatomical Votive Terracotta Phenomenon,” 125-127; 
Turfa, “Anatomical Votives,” 227-230. Lesk suggests the knowledge regarding uterine shape and structure 
came from farm and sacrificial animals. Turfa argues that it relates directly to human anatomy citing 
votives with nodules that could represent fibroids and other anomalies represented by appendages over the 
right, left, or center of the mold.  
49 See Veronique Dasen, “Becoming Human: From the Embryo to the Newborn Child,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Childhood and Education in the Classical World, ed. Judith Evans Grubbs, Tim G. Parkin, 
and Roslynne Bell (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 28-29. Dasen also cites Pliny, NH, 11.209 
and Hippocrates, Epid., 6.5.11; Hippocrates, DW, 1.61, who all compare the uterus to a wineskin. See also 
Turfa, “Votive Offerings,” 101. 
50 Turfa, “Votive Offerings,” 101. 
51 Dasen, “Becoming Human,” 28-29; Graham, “Making Infants,” 219. 
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successfully receiving and nurturing that seed. The deposit of a votive, then, comprised a 
set of distinct public practices through which women performed their desire to participate 
in social and cultural institutions by becoming pregnant and having children.52 If a 
woman was having trouble becoming pregnant or staying pregnant intervention was 
necessary to restore the organ to the proper performance of its purpose. The ritual action 
of placing a representation of part of the body at the shrine of a god or goddess can be 
seen as a request for or acknowledgment of intervention and a performance of that 
woman’s desire to become pregnant. In this way, women participated in securing 
pregnancy. The votive, however, was not just meaningful for the women who placed 
them; there was also a social element to their placement. Emma-Jayne Graham explains 
that uteri and the more rare pregnant torsos, “place an aspect of the body of an adult 
woman under the care of a deity in order to ensure that she fulfill her socio-cultural role 
concerning successful conception and childbirth.”53  
Not becoming pregnant (when it was desired and expected) was a health problem 
that invited a cultic remedy. It seems that women, equating their reproductive problems 
                                                
52 The craftsmen who produced votives may have capitalized on the social pressure for women to 
perform their desires to become pregnant. They too seem to have understood women’s bodies as hollow 
vessels, and they likely took their lead from women themselves. The craftsman’s livelihood would have 
depended on continuity between his models and his customer’s concept of her body. Craftsmen probably 
did not sell many thank offerings in the forms of eyes that were not recognizable as eyes, but the uterus is 
not visible which could be the reason for variable votive styles. The constant in uterine votives is the 
cupping or vessel quality; the purpose of the organ features more prominently than realities of shape.  
53 Graham, “Making Infants,” 219; Graham cites, G. Baggieri, P. A. Margariti, and M. di Giacomo, 
“Fertilità, Virilità, Maternità,” in L’Antica Anatomia nell’Arte dei Donaria, I Parte: ‘Speranza e 
Sofferenza’ nei Votivi Anatomici dell’Antichità, ed. G. Baggieri (Rome: Ministero per i Beni e le Attività 
Culturali, 1996), 22. See also Lesk, “Healing Sanctuaries,” 56-57. She suggests a separation between 
temples for healing and fecundity. For example, at Gravisca (where upwards of 200 votive uteri have been 
found) the sanctuaries and deities were divided between healing and fertility. Demeter and Kore were 
worshiped for healing, and Aphrodite and Hera for reproduction and children. 
	   
32 
to localized malfunction, approached difficulty or inability to conceive the same way they 
would an injury or disease that impeded the proper function of any other body part and 
offered uteri (as opposed to, for example, eyes, hands, or feet) to the god. Healing meant 
the restoration of proper function, which for the uterus meant pregnancy. The fact that 
women sought healing (made vows and placed votives) for pregnancy related difficulties 
suggests an imagined parity of pregnancy and health. From this point of view, 
reproduction was an important purpose of a woman’s body and her failure to become 
pregnant was an illness. As we will see below, philosophical literature also viewed 
women’s reproductive parts as the foundation of most women’s medical problems, and 
therefore it was the most common site of treatment.  
The cultural impetus for women to become pregnant remained strong throughout 
the Roman period.54 As time went on, however, the use of votives faded, and other 
methods of ensuring and manipulating fertility evolved and expanded. Many treatments 
likely left no traces, but examples of uterine amulets (or gems) provide additional 
material evidence of fertility concerns and treatment, in this case, from around the second 
century CE. Unlike the earlier votives, however, amulets make more specific demands 
about what they hope divine forces will do in order to restore or maintain the proper 
                                                
54 The use of votives seems to taper in the first century BCE according to the archaeological record. 
See Lesk, “Healing Sanctuaries,” 140; Lesk, “The Anatomical Votive Terracotta Phenomenon in Central 
Italy”, 194-195. See also T. F. C. Blagg, “The Cult and Sanctuary of Diana Nemorensis,” in Pagan Gods 
and Shrines of the Roman Empire, ed. M. Henig and A. King (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 
211-219; Blagg, “Cult Practice and its Social Context,” 33-50. Very little is known about the decline of 
votive offerings, however Aline Rousselle’s book takes an interesting look at how Roman Gaul shifts from 
pagan healing shrines to more Christian practice focused on Saint Martin in the mid to late 4th century. The 
first few chapters are helpful for discussing the way cults decline without creating a false sense of 
opposition between pagan cults and early Christianity. See Aline Rousselle, Croire et guérir: la foi en 
Gaule dans l’Antiqué tardive (Paris: Fayard, 1990). 
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function of the uterus and affect health. Amulets, like votives, indicate that women took 
their fecundity into their own hands. They made choices concerning the methods they 
used to control fertility and protect themselves (and possibly even the fetus) through 
delivery. Like votives, they also included symbolic representations of women’s body 
parts, and these images intensified the receptacle qualities of women’s bodies using 
images of locks and keys controlled by divine beings and protective symbols and charms 
as additional measures of protection against malevolent forces.  
 
Amulets 
Greco-Egyptian amulets and Etruscan votives are important pieces of 
archaeological evidence for women taking charge of their own reproductive capacities. 
The sheer numbers of uterine votives and amulets available for comparison and analysis 
show that women used a variety of methods to attempt to control or enhance their 
fertility. The shapes of votives and symbols on amulets conceptualize the unseen inner 
workings of the female body in terms of what was known and could be explained. 
Votives express thanks or a wish that the uterus be able to contain male seed and a 
growing fetus, and amulets apply an open/closed dichotomy to female anatomy, which 
allowed ritual experts to evoke a variety of powers to affect changes or enact protection 
through the agency of amuletic gems and images incised on them. While difficult to 
interpret in definitive ways, this material evidence shows that what women knew “in their 
bodies” from experiencing childbirth or discussing it contributed to conceptualizations of 
the female body and the treatments that sought to bring about optimal “health.” Making 
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vows and placing votives or commissioning/using amulets, which were likely part of 
everyday life in the ancient world, almost certainly informed the thinking of medical 
philosophers as they worked to develop their own theories of the human body. These 
material remains highlight the public nature of the pursuit of pregnancy and childbearing 
in the ancient world. It is impossible to view pregnancy concerns as “private matters” 
once it becomes clear that women, likely with help from their families, pursued 
pregnancy and childbearing through ritual activity and public performance. Successful 
reproduction, it seems, often meant active participation in a competitive market of 
treatments meant to enhance one’s ability to become pregnant and maintain pregnancy.  
 
Description and Use 
Amulets could be made from a variety of different materials, incised stones are 
simply one surviving example of one type.55 These objects would have been hung around 
                                                
55 Many carved uterine amulets are hematite, but others have been found in red jasper, and red 
carnelian. Hematite, also known as bloodstone was known (and likely chosen) for its styptic qualities. Pliny 
wrote about the usefulness of the stone in various remedies—particularly as a remedy for excessive 
menstruation. See Hanson, “Uterine Amulets and Greek Uterine Medicine,” 290-292; Pliny, NH, 36.37-38. 
Hanson explains, “The only uterine amulet subjected to material analysis of which I am aware was 
identified by X-ray diffraction as an ochreous, naturally occurring form of hematite, containing some 
alpha-quartz. This amulet is also distinctive in that its archaeological contexts are well-documented, being 
found by excavators in Roman Britain at the level of the later IV century CE. Although no doubt in its 
newly minted state it was hard enough for a gem-cutter to incise, the amulet’s long exposure to damp 
conditions made it soft and fragile when unearthed. This example warns that damp conditions elsewhere in 
the Roman Empire may explain why the hematite uterine amulets that have survived seem to derive from 
the dry sands of Egypt, much as the magic papyri of later antiquity are also known to us from Egyptian 
examples” (Hanson, “Uterine Amulets,” 290, 298 n. 39). Applications of perishable wild cucumber wraps 
to the belly of a woman in labor might also be construed as the use of an amulet, but such things would 
leave no traces. See Pliny, NH, 20.3. To prevent miscarriage Pliny recommends the use of eagle stones (a 
hollow geode “pregnant” with another stone aka: aetite, aquiline, or aquilaeus). He considered these stones 
so effective that if the woman wearing it to prevent miscarriage did not take it off at the time of parturition 
then birth would be impeded. It would be impossible to identify these rough and unpolished kinds of 
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or fastened to a person seeking reproductive success, a ritual action designed to control 
the aperture of the womb, enact protective boundaries, or ensure conception or birth. 
Uterine amulets, while differing from votives in time period, location, and use, display a 
similar purpose: to affect health in the bearer. They combine knowledge in the body and 
sympathetic magic illustrating the fluidity of healthcare options related to fertility and 
childbirth in antiquity. Votives do not depict women giving birth, but some amulets do, 
and these examples seem to address concerns about pain and life threatening 
complications through the imposition of a system that opened or closed bodily boundaries 
and eased transitions.56  
Unlike the votive offerings, amulets were not likely manufactured in bulk, but 
rather commissioned and styled specifically for the individual user. They may also have 
been passed down through in families or circulated within communities.57 Ritual experts 
chose the stones, knew the symbolism, and added the inscriptions that they thought 
would prove most effective, but the women themselves chose their amulets. Even so, the 
ritual expert would have been required to make connections between spells that 
                                                                                                                                            
amulets from debris and surroundings at an archaeological site. See Dasen, “Becoming Human,” 29; Pliny, 
NH, 36.39. Many amulets, having been exposed to harsh conditions, likely disintegrated.  
56 Delatte, “La Clef de la Matrice,” 82; Campbell Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets, Chiefly Graeco-
Egyptian (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1950), 87. Delatte and Derchain favor the notion 
of protection, and Barb argues the purpose is to facilitated pregnancy. See Armand Delatte and Philippe 
Derchain, Les intailles magiques gréco-égyptiennes (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale, 1964), 245; Alphonse 
A. Barb, “Diva Matrix: A Faked Gnostic Intaglio in the Possession of P. P. Rubens and the Iconology of a 
Symbol,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 16, no. 3/4 (1953): 214 n. 23. 
57 There is evidence that some might have been designed for general purposes. Bonner cites an 
example of an inscription for anyone using the phrase “τῆς δεῖνα” (meaning such a one or so-and-so) on a 
uterine amulet. See Bonner, SMA, 81-82. The amulet seems to have been lost, but images can be found in 
Claude Du Molinet, Le Cabinet de la bibliothèque de Sante Geneviève (Paris: Chez Antoine Dezallier, 
1692), I, Pl. 29, 1, and 126. 
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accelerated and facilitated the closure of the uterus around male seed and the opening of 
the body for childbirth.58 The efficacy of the amulet resided in the process of procuring it 
and the power of the gods it invoked.59  
 
Uterine Amulets and Common Symbols 
Amulets acknowledge the uterus as a living and moving body part that a woman 
cannot control of her own volition, and while amulets depicting the uterus may have had 
purposes beyond pregnancy and childbirth (such as remedies for excessive bleeding or 
obstetric fistulae), an open/closed dichotomy applies in almost any case.60 Ritual experts 
used symbols and inscriptions to represent the uterus on amulets and, through 
sympathetic magic, additional incised symbols, or divine invocation, provide protection 
and exert control. The image of the uterus most often identifies uterine amulets, and it 
works to visually represent the unseen parts of feminine anatomy that make pregnancy 
possible. When uterine representations are viewed within the full matrix of symbols 
present on an individual amulet it becomes possible to infer the amulet’s intended 
purpose. Campbell Bonner describes the image of the uterus as follows: “it has the 
appearance of a large vessel occupying the center or, more frequently, the lower third of 
                                                
58 See David Frankfurter, “Dynamics of Ritual Expertise in Antiquity and Beyond: Towards a New 
Taxonomy of ‘Magicians,’” in Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World, ed. Mirecki, Paul Allan, and Marvin 
W. Meyer (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 166-7. He calls the expert involved in this kind of process a bricoleur, 
meaning one who pulls from a variety of methods, traditions, or practices available to enhance their 
vocation. 
59 See Frankfurter, “Fetus Magic and Sorcery Fears in Roman Egypt,” 40.  
60 Ritner, “A Uterine Amulet,” 212. 
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the field. It looks like a big-bellied pot, which in almost all the known specimens has the 
mouth downward.”61 The vessel-like qualities of the uterine image emphasized on 
amulets are consistent with votive objects, but the carved images are considerably smaller 
and less detailed, lacking ridges and additional details. In many examples a short neck 
indicates the opening of the uterus, also termed the mouth (Figure 2).62 The aperture of 
this “mouth” is a focal point that gods and goddesses are enjoined to control through 
inscribed mechanisms. 
 The uterine image is often, but not always, accompanied by an image of a key 
with a lever or crank beside it that seems to control the uterine opening. The key image, 
first identified by Delatte, is one of the most interesting features of the amulet as it 
visually represents the type of control the user hopes the amulet will exert over her body 
and intensifies the effectiveness of the organ’s receptacle qualities.63 The amulet seems to 
take on the agency of the images incised on it. Images of gods or goddesses often stand or 
sit above the uterus with the arm or crank of the key extending upwards toward them 
suggesting that they have access and the ability to control it (Figure 3). Inscriptions might 
                                                
61 Bonner, SMA, 79. The downward orientation is not universal, but it seems to mimic the position 
within the body of a woman. Some stones show the uterus facing upwards. See Bonner, SMA, 88, 88 n. 42; 
See also Árpád M. Nagy and Katalin Bélyácz, ed. “Magical gem: Uterus, deities (A) ορωριουθου (B),” 
Museum of Fine Arts Collection of Classical Antiquities, last modified January 26, 2016, accessed October 
23, 2017, http://www2.szepmuveszeti.hu/talismans/cbd/1052. 
62 Many of the uterine amulets include what look like tentacles or “streamers” extending from the 
mouth of uterus. Bonner explains that these additional details may represent the Fallopian tubes (often 
shown at the top) and the others (extending from the mouth of the uterus) are “ligaments that hold the organ 
in place” (Bonner, SMA, 79, 85). Bonner also suggests that some images which resemble octopi might be 
related to Platonic and Hippocratic ideas that the womb could move within the female body of its own 
volition (Bonner, SMA, 90-92, esp. 91; 92 n. 61). See also W. Drexler, “Byzantinische Beschwörungen der 
ὑστέρα und ein italienisches Gebet gegen das male del fianco e di matrone,” Philologus 58 (1899): 594-
616, esp. 599; F. Pradel, “Zur Vorstellung von der ὑστέρα,” AR 12 (1909): 151-154. 
63 Bonner, SMA, 85; Delatte, “La Clef de la Matrice,” 75–88. 
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also have been used to control uterine opening and closure. The Sooror formula 
(Σοροορμερφερυαρβαρμαφριοριγξ), for example, is often found on the outer most 
edge of the rounded stones (Figure 4)64 and works to “guarantee appropriate opening of 
the womb to permit conception, delivery, and the expulsion of the menses.”65 This 
invocation on uterine amulets may work to open the organ itself, but it may also refer to 
the establishment of a ritual space in which the organ or the gods associated with the 
organ can be addressed and influenced. 
 In addition to control over the womb, amulets also offered a certain measure of 
protection. The oroboros—the snake eating its tail (Figure 4) suggests the formation of a 
closed boundary. This boundary might apply to the womb, but it could also extend to the 
entire maternal body in order to thwart jealous glances and other dangerous penetrative 
forces that might threaten a woman and her pregnancy.66 The act of tying, hanging, or 
                                                
64 Little information is published about the Soroor formula beyond the fact that it is often found on 
amulets often just outside the “ouroborus” symbol (the snake eating its tail). See Ritner, “A Uterine 
Amulet,” 209; Delatte, “La “La Clef de la Matrice,”,” 79-81; and Bonner, SMA, 206. Bonner writes, “The 
legend is normally cut around the margin of the stone, outside the ouroboros, which usually encloses the 
design… The same formula is cut on a few Chnoubis amulets which, as is well known, were mostly 
intended to prevent or cure stomach diseases. Its use on such amulets as these would seem to mark it as a 
medical charm; yet in the rare cases where it is found in the magical books it seems to be treated merely as 
a ‘general purpose’ formula” (Bonner, SMA, 206). The stomach is similar to the uterus in that it is a vessel 
for containment. It’s localized to the belly area of the body, and so it is not unlikely that similar charms 
might be applied to both organs. The stomach may have also been subject to a similar open/closed 
dichotomy. 
65 Ritner, “A Uterine Amulet,” 218-19, 218 n. 71. Ritner contends that the Soroor formula has the 
distinct purpose of an opening formula citing several instances in the PGM where the formula is used in 
conjunction with love spells and escape spells; the active word here is ἀγωγή and it can be used in love 
spells: PGM VI. 1567ff and escape PMG XII. 172ff. It is interesting to find this bit of esoteric lore being 
used in such a wide variety of contexts, and this speaks not to those commissioning these amulets but to the 
ritual expert producing them. A pregnant woman may have asked for an amulet to speed birth (an 
okytokia), and it would have then been up to the expert to choose the appropriate formula. See also Hanson, 
“Uterine Amulets,” 292-293. 
66 Bonner, SMA, 250; Ritner, “A Uterine Amulet,” 219-221; Véronique Dasen, “Le secret d'Omphale,” 
RAr 46, no. 2 (2009): 275. The gaze was a potentially dangerous force in antiquity. See Shadi Bartsch, The 
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concealing an amulet with this image in clothing or against the body meant to enact a 
protective space within or around the body of the wearer. Gods and goddesses might also 
provide similar protection, but deities seem to have an even wider field of influence. 
The deity associated with the womb is often called by the divine name, 
“Ororiouth.” This name is often found on uterine amulets either alone or alongside 
images of the uterus, keys, the Soroor formula, and the oroboros symbol. It appears to 
address directly the deities associated with the bodily functions of women including 
menstruation, conception, pregnancy, and birth, demonstrating that the ultimate control of 
fertility lies in the hands of the gods (Figures 3 and 4).67 As can be seen in these images 
and inscriptions, amulets conceptualized and attempted to control the reproductive 
function of women by directing the body itself and the gods to influence the uterus and 
help it perform its proper function of opening or closing depending on the needs of the 
bearer. It is possible to infer from this evidence that women experienced pregnancy in 
                                                                                                                                            
Mirror of the Self: Sexuality, Self-Knowledge, and the Gaze in the Early Roman Empire (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2006); and C. Barton, “Being in the Eyes: Shame and Sight in Ancient 
Rome,” in The Roman Gaze: Vision, Power, and the Body, ed. D. Fredrick (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
Press, 2002), 216–235.  
67 Delatte, “La Clef de la Matrice,” 80. Delatte found “a long invocation to the demon or spirit that 
guards the womb” thereby identifying the deity being addressed. The associations of that demon remain 
contested. See also Bonner, SMA, 84-5, 199. Bonner argues that it is a secret name for Artemis-Selene-
Hekate including one example in which Aphrodite becomes part of the name. Bonner also cites the 
connection between women and moon gods/goddesses strengthening the Artemis-Selene-Hecate idea. It 
could be associated with Seth/Typhon—as one inscription seems to use the name to evoke demon(s) to 
threaten the womb into submission. See J. G. Griffiths, and A. A. Barb, “Seth or Anubis?” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institute 22 (1959): 371. Ritner suggests it is a name for the organ itself (Ritner, 
“A Uterine Amulet,” 210). Barb defined Ororiouth as the light of lights, or the primeval light associated 
with the male principle (Barb, “Diva Matrix,” 202). Hanson, citing Kotansky, interrogates this problem 
from the perspective of etymology, and using Hebrew and Semitic roots and their Egyptian equivalents she 
concludes that the best translation would be Pudendatrix—The Naked One referring specifically to nudity 
and exposure (Hanson, “Uterine Amulets and Greek Uterine Medicine,” 293). 
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terms of their bodies opening and closing, and amulets, as of bearers of agency on the 
body, provided a sense of control. 
 
Pregnancy and Birth Amulets 
 While any of the symbols on the amulets described above could be used to aid 
conception and ensure pregnancy, it is more rare to find an example that seems designed 
specifically to protect a pregnant woman or facilitate birth. These amulets often contain 
images similar to those on uterine amulets along with invocations and inscriptions, and 
sometimes they include the image of a visibly pregnant female body, knees bent, with 
legs spread apart, which helps to distinguish them as applicable to pregnancy and 
childbirth.68 These examples demonstrate that the experience of childbirth including the 
opening and closure of the body, anxiety, pain, and feelings of vulnerability profoundly 
influenced the amulets women chose to facilitate pregnancy and childbirth. The 
iconography differs widely in choice of images, inscriptions, and invocations, but the 
underlying notion that women’s bodies and their parts could open and close safely at the 
behest of divine beings remains consistent. Women’s vessel-like bodies were widely 
acknowledged as hollow and meant to be filled, but it was also meant to release a fully 
developed infant at the proper moment. Opening the body in childbirth was painful and 
                                                
68 Omphale seems to have been a popular design evoking a protective force focused specifically on the 
womb. See Dasen, “Le Secret D’Omphale.” The image of Omphale and amulets depicting the uterus are 
quite common and while it is likely that they were used to ensure pregnancy and delivery, they may have 
other applications as well. Dasen suggests that the uterus could symbolically stand in for Omphale (Dasen, 
“Le Secret,” 269). As I mentioned previously, amulets were designed for individuals and vary 
considerably. It is impossible to tell exactly for what purpose their users obtained them, however amulets 
using feminine images that seem explicitly concerned with feminine health including pregnancy and 
childbirth were extremely common.  
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left the entire body in an open and vulnerable state. Amulets evoke divine assistance to 
facilitate the process of opening and closing and protect the parturient woman in 
transition. 
Ann Hanson examined the amulet in Figure 5 labeling it as an okytokia or “quick-
birther,” an amulet used to speed the birthing process. It does not contain an image of a 
pregnant woman, but the red jasper gem uses the familiar uterine image, an ourobors, and 
an Ororiouth inscription, along with a set of vowels (αηωααιου αιιαω). On the reverse 
side, it contains a Greek inscription ἐπί ποδία, which Hanson translates to mean “onto 
your little feet.”69 She interprets the command as a directive for the infant being born, and 
the other symbols apply the open part of the open-closed dichotomy to facilitate 
childbirth. The depiction of the uterus on the obverse side of the amulet is at the center of 
the stone over which stand two female deities framing the mummified Osiris between 
them.70 The gods/goddesses manifest some kind of control over the uterus (likely to open 
it in childbirth) by manipulating the lock and key positioned at the opening of the uterus.  
This amulet, which directs the maternal body to open, is particularly interesting 
because it implies passivity on the part of the parturient woman and calls directly to the 
                                                
69 See Ann Ellis Hanson, “A long-lived ‘quick-birther’ (okytokion),” in Naissance et petite enfance 
dans l'Antiquité: actes du colloque de Fribourg, 28 novembre-1er décembre 2001, ed. Véronique Dasen 
(Fribourg: Academic Press, 2004), 266-268. Hanson explains convincingly that the best translation includes 
an implied ἵστημι/ἵσταμαι because the translation of ἐπί ποδία as “for the feet” implies that the midwife 
was calling the child feet first or in breech position, which would have been dangerous for both mother and 
child. 
70 Bonner, SMA, 274. The gods and goddesses present on these gems vary considerably. For more 
discussion of the deities on these gems see Griffiths/Barb, “Seth or Anubis?,” and Ritner, “A Uterine 
Amulet.” 
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infant assuming its capability and instinctive will to escape the womb.71 It emphasizes the 
receptacle qualities of the uterus, which contains the child, all of which is further 
contained within the body of the mother. Childbirth requires the uterus to open along 
with the body of the mother as the infant uses its mother’s body like a doorway into the 
world. The woman’s entire body is implicated here as the amulet encourages the 
dissociation of the boundaries of the mother’s body in order to separate her from her 
newborn child.72  
Another red jasper birth amulet depicting a woman in labor comes from the 
British Museum Collection; it was likely carved in the 3rd century CE (Figure 6).73 This 
amulet highlights a different set of concerns relating to pregnancy and childbirth 
demonstrating that amulets could be individualized to address the concerns of the bearer. 
The amulet seems most concerned with the danger and pain associated with the 
opening/closing of the female body in childbirth, and it offers protection alongside pain 
management. On the obverse side, the ourobors encircles a woman squatting over a 
birthing stool that looks similar to the one medical philosopher Soranus recommends for 
midwives.74 The woman appears swollen and pregnant with unbound hair falling over her 
                                                
71 Hanson, “A Long-lived ‘quick-birther,’” 269-275. 
72 Calling the infant to stand on its feet would not be helpful unless the agency of the infant in the 
birthing process was taken into account. The mother’s body is assumed to be passive. 
73 Simone Michel, Peter Zazoff, and Hilde Zazoff, Die magischen Gemmen im Britischen Museum 
(London: British Museum Press, 2001), 246, no. 388. 
74 Bonner, SMA, 93. Soranus describes the birthing stool as follows: “In the middle of the stool and in 
the part where they give support one must have cut out a crescent-shaped cavity of medium size, neither too 
big so that the woman sinks down to the hips, nor, on the contrary, narrow so that the vagina is 
compressed... And the entire width of the stool must be sufficient to accommodate relatively fleshy women 
too... on the sides there should be two parts shaped like the letter Π for the crossbar on which to press the 
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shoulders.75 The inscriptions include vowels + θ, Ororiouth, and another divine name 
thought to be a secret name for Aphrodite or Hathor-Aphrodite.76 This amulet graphically 
illustrates the openness and vulnerability of the female body in childbirth. The protective 
ouroboros surrounds the frontally exposed parturient woman, creating a boundary within 
which the vessel-like qualities of the uterus and the female body can open safely. The 
divine names offer additional protection and ensure that the uterus and body will open 
properly and that parturition will be successful. This birth amulet, similar to the previous 
example, emphasizes the opening of the womb and the female body to facilitate 
childbirth using an individualized combination of unique and familiar symbols. 
The reverse side of the amulet shows a tower of symbols beginning at the top with 
the letters ΚΚΚ, a scarabaeus beetle in the middle, followed by a uterus with streamers.77 
The letters KKK are known as colic letters, and they are often found on amulets with 
images of Herakles throttling a lion (Figure 7). Colic, here, refers to adults experiencing 
                                                                                                                                            
hands in straining. And behind there should be a back, so that both the loins and hips may meet with 
resistance to any gradual slipping...” (Soranus, Gyn., 2.3). 
75 Soranus cites what he calls a “vulgar conception” that any constriction from girdles, hair styles, etc. 
is detrimental to labor, rather, he suggests that women loosen any the bindings of the upper body to 
facilitate breathing. See Soranus, Gyn. 2.6. See also Bonner, SMA, 93; and Dasen, “Le secret,” 268. 
76 The other divine name is ορωριφρασι. Bonner, SMA, 93; 196. This name is also used in love spells 
in the PGM IV. 2234, 2928; See also Michel, Die magischen Gemmen, 246.  
77 Soranus describes the texture of the uterus as similar to the head of an octopus, and while he does not 
believe the organ had a life of its own, some earlier philosophers did, which might have led to an 
association and thus the octopus-like uterine image. See Soranus, Gyn., 1.11; Hippocrates, Aphorisms, 5.45. 
See also Véronique Dasen, “Un animal dans l'animal,” Revue Des Deux Mondes (May 2005): 97. While 
Soranus’ work is descriptive in terms of texture, the octopus-uterus image on amulets seems more 
conceptual. If the uterus is arguably like an animal, one may work to control it or subdue it like an animal. 
The scarab and uterus are common symbols relating to birth and rebirth. Bonner recognizes the association 
of the beetle with the sun and suggests that it is often used as an “accessory detail” (Bonner, SMA, 153-
154). 
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abdominal pain, and while the meaning of the inscription is uncertain, it may be a 
reference to a magical name or an abbreviated form of a charm designed to work against 
stomach pain.78 On this amulet, it seems that the ritual expert conflated the pain of 
childbirth with generalized abdominal pain, and the colic letters are perhaps meant to 
exert some measure of control over the belly region to ease the pain of delivery. Unlike 
Hanson’s quick-birther, this amulet shows a woman in labor, and the combination of 
symbols seem to be working to ease the pain that accompanies the opening of the 
woman’s body in childbirth. The pain and danger of childbirth are explicit on this amulet, 
a theme also conspicuous on other pregnancy amulets.  
The final pregnancy/childbirth amulet to be addressed in this project 
acknowledges the dangers of openness and emphasizes the bodies of women in later 
stages pregnancy as particularly susceptible to attack from outside forces. On the obverse 
side, this amulet (Figure 8) makes use of the colic letters (though one K is not visible due 
to some damage to the amulet) and an image of a parturient woman, but interestingly the 
female figure carries a club in her hand. On the reverse side, the amulet depicts Herakles 
and the Nemean lion.79 Herakles takes his place on this amulet (and others like it) as 
                                                
78 See Bonner, SMA, 62-4. In comparison with later recommendations for the design of colic charms, 
Bonner found a legend reading “θεὸς κελεύει μὴ κύειν κόλον πόνους.” He translated it alliteratively in 
English to say, “God bids bowels breed no banes.” See Bonner, SMA, 64, 64 n. 55; and Michel, Die 
magischen Gemmen, 246. Under a misapprehension of its character Cumont listed the ring as Mithraic. See 
Franz Cumont, Textes et monuments figurés relatifs aux mystères de Mithra (Ann Arbor, MI: University 
Microfilms International, 1982), II, 452, fig. 406. See also Barb, “Diva Matrix,” 227 n. 150. Barb suggests 
this KKK stands for the Hebrew ק repeated three times in the Hebrew Trishagion (Kadosh = Hagios = 
Sanctus). 
79 See Bonner, SMA, 92. Bonner describes this amulet saying, “This combination of types—Herakles 
and the lion with the suffering woman—suggests that in the minds of common folk a remedy for colic 
would also help abdominal pains originating in the uterus.”  
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protector of the stomach or belly, and due to the close proximity, this area on women’s 
bodies likely included the uterus. Known for his strength in battle and his ability to eat 
extraordinary amounts without becoming ill, the figure of Herakles could perhaps work 
to scare away pain originating within the belly, subdue that which is causing the pain, or 
affect in the bearer Herculean strength and immunity to pain.80  
Veronique Dasen suggests that the woman featured on the obverse side of the 
amulet is not an ordinary “suffering woman;” she identifies her as Omphale, the queen of 
Lydia.81 Here, Omphale is maternal, yet powerful wielding Heracles’ club and wearing 
only his lion skin while visibly pregnant.82 She is shown on similar amulets warding off 
an ithyphallic donkey, which represents the destructive and threatening powers of the 
god, Seth, whose seed was poison and could disrupt pregnancy.83 On this amulet, 
Omphale defends herself and her unborn child against attack. Her club (borrowed from 
Heracles) represents her power (or perhaps stands in as her phallus) as she squats in a 
                                                
80 See Bonner, SMA, 6, 62-64, 88-9; Dasen, “Le secret,” 270-271. On uterine amulets, Heracles could 
work to threaten and subdue the uterus as a kind of animal. His extraordinary appetite associates him with 
the stomach. Dasen writes, “L'explication réside probablement dans sa réputation proverbiale de gros 
mangeur, voire de goinfre. La comédie en fait un glouton qui s'empiffre sans jamais tomber malade, un 
ventre auquel s'identifier afin de bénéficier de la même résistance… Dans le vocabulaire médical, les 
mêmes termes s'appliquent d'ailleurs aux deux organes, tel stoma, la bouche, désignant l'orifice utérin et 
celui de l'estomac. Cette polyvalence trouve une resonance particulière dans la figure d'Héraclès, dont la 
boulimie se double d'un insatiable appétit sexual.” For ancient textual references see Dasen, “Le secret,” 
270 n. 28.  
81 Omphale bought Heracles after an oracle ordered him to sell himself as a slave in order to cure 
illness that befell him after he killed Iphitus, and her connection to Heracles explains how/why she is 
depicted holding his club. See Dasen, “Le secret,” 265, 265 n. 2. See also Diodorus Siculus, The Library of 
History, 4.31.5-8. 
82 Dasen, “Le secret,” 265-266, 266 n. 3. See also Ovid, Heroides, 9.54-120. 
83 Dasen, “Le secret,” 275.  
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position of feminine maternity and looms over whatever is threatening her from below in 
masculine domination; she is the master of malicious forces and her own body.84  
This amulet seems to depict pregnancy and childbirth in terms of war and 
combat.85 The womb and the boundaries of the mother’s body require defense and 
protection until and during parturition. This amulet illustrates the borders of the body and 
points of vulnerability, namely the belly and vulva, and inherent within the idea of 
vulnerable boundaries is defense. In pregnancy, the inability of the uterus to form a 
tightly closed boundary meant miscarriage. This amulet works to maintain pregnancy 
using the open-closed dichotomy to create and strengthen boundaries in order to control 
that which is allowed in and out at what time. This amulet, and amulets like it may have 
protected women from giving birth too soon. 
 Incised amulets present an interesting combination of images of pregnant women 
and images of uteri similar to the votive uteri, with the addition of locks/keys, deities, 
names of deities, inscriptions, and other symbolic references.86 Amulets reveal an entire 
typological category consisting of uterine and pregnancy images designed to control the 
                                                
84 Dasen, “Le secret,” 275. 
85 Compare the image of the woman clothed with the sun in Revelation 12. The vulnerability of the 
woman clothed with the sun even further emphasized as she gives birth without any means of defense. 
86 It’s important to note that before Armand Delatte correctly identified these images as uteri scholars 
identified these objects as: a stove or furnace, “vessel of sins”, a pot of an hydraulic wheel, or a musical 
instrument. See Armand Delatte, “Études sur la magie grecque IV: Amulettes inédites des Musées d’ 
Athènes,” Le Musée Belge 18 (1914): 21-96 (“La Clef de la Matrice,” 75-88). See also Barb, “Diva 
Matrix,” 194 n. 16-20; Ann Ellis Hanson, “Uterine Amulets and Greek Uterine Medicine,” Medicina Nei 
Secoli 7, no. 2 (1995): 283; and Robert K. Ritner, “A Uterine Amulet in the Oriental Institute Collection,” 
JNES 43, no. 3 (1984): 210. It’s interesting to note that in 1623 correspondence between scholar, Nicholas 
Claude Fabri de Peiresc and painter, Peter Paul Rubens correctly identified the image of the uterus (vulva) 
on a forgery or counterfeit amulet. See Campbell Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets, Chiefly Graeco-
Egyptian (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1950), 80. 
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uterus and facilitate conception or birth. As demonstrated above, the dichotomy of 
openness and closure is employed to make sense of the inner workings of the female 
body. Evidence for their use is primarily Greco-Egyptian between the late second and 
fourth centuries CE, but dating is difficult and it is probable that they were employed 
throughout the Roman Empire and beyond into the Byzantine period.87  
Some amulets were likely used specifically to facilitate the process of childbirth 
achieved through images and symbols that opened and closed the uterus and the female 
body. These types of amulets acknowledge a certain anxiety around giving birth as they 
sought to alleviate stress by promoting strength and endurance for the mother and fetus 
during parturition, protect of the mother and fetus from malevolent forces, remedy the 
pain of childbirth, and assure quick and safe delivery. Even as these amulets as bearers of 
agency imposed a sense of order and control onto the female body, their efficacy 
depended largely on the sympathetic magical qualities of the stones themselves and the 
divine powers they evoked. Though material remains and medical literature provide 
evidence of very different approaches to pregnancy—one involves “scientific” literature 
and its articulation of feminine health and the other a set of practices that left many 
material but few written traces—they work together to emphasize the significant value of 
the pregnant female body. 
 
                                                
87 Jean-Jacques Aubert, “Threatened Wombs: Aspects of Ancient Uterine Magic,” GRBS 1 (1989): 
422; and Campbell Bonner, SMA, 79-94. For Byzantine amulets see: J. Spier, “Medieval Byzantine 
Magical Amulets and their Tradition,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 56 (1993): 25-62.  
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Women in Medical Literature  
 The medical philosophers, Hippocrates, Galen, and Soranus, worked to create a 
theoretical system of the human body, which accounted for observable physical and 
social differences. Their philosophical ideas were often rather esoteric, and while Galen 
for example, enjoyed significant popularity we must imagine his written work and the 
works of others like him circulating only in small groups of like-minded and literate 
individuals. The work of the medical philosophers should not be taken as primary 
evidence of practice, but as methods of conceptualizing and theorizing women’s bodies 
in philosophical terms that reflected what the authors were likely seeing preformed in 
their largely upper class social environment.88 Decentralizing the medical philosophers 
and the literature they produced demonstrates that these writers were only one small part 
of a much larger discourse of gender, anatomy, and femininity. 
For Hippocratic philosophers and Galen, women’s bodies were designed to take 
in excesses, and pregnancy and childbirth made proper use of those excesses making 
women healthy. Soranus provides a counterpoint to the parity of pregnancy and heath, yet 
he relied on the same anatomical concepts that viewed women’s bodies as excessive. 
Each of these writers, however, forges connections between women’s anatomy, their 
                                                
88 Medical philosophers were likely familiar with votive use, and their writings attest to the use of 
amulets. Galen and Sorauns attest to the use of amulets in their works as well, labeling them 
περίαπτος/περίαμμα from the verb περιάπτω meaning “to tie, fasten, hang about or upon, [or] apply to” 
(LSJ). See entry in Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, Henry Stuart Jones, and Roderick McKenzie, A 
Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996). The very word implies an active and performative 
element to the use of these items. Galen thought green jasper could help stomach ailments (Bonner, SMA, 
54). See also Véronique Dasen, “Healing Images. Gems and Medicine,” OJA 33, no. 2 (2014): 182. 
Soranus permits the use of amulets, but he was known to denounce superstition and did not seem to think 
they had any real effect (Soranus, Gyn. 1.63, 3.42, 4.13). He alluded to the Hippocratic recommendation of 
perishable wild cucumber wraps to speed birthing as well, which is attested to in Hippocrates, DW, 77. See 
Hanson, “Uterine Amulets and Greek Uterine Medicine,” 287-289. 
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social roles as wives and mothers, and their purpose as part of humanity; these 
connections motivate their theories of health and how best to achieve it. Pregnancy was a 
cultural imperative for women, and medical writers further emphasized that assumption. 
They sought to understand why and how women became pregnant and gave birth, 
through which they might better understand the ways of nature in order to encourage 
women to live in accordance with it.89  
 
Hippocratic Anatomy 
 Diseases of Women makes it clear that women have a distinct physiology that 
differs from their male counterparts, and their uniqueness must be taken into account in 
order to properly administer effective treatment.90 The womb was the distinguishing 
                                                
89 On nature see Rebecca Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women: Gender, Nature, and 
Authority from Celsus to Galen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 4-21, esp. 11, and 18. Flemming 
works through a complex discussion about the way the ancient philosophy appealed to nature and the 
process of naturalization. She also describes the difference between the ancient notion of nature and our 
modern sciences, while simultaneously engaging the modern sex-gender divide as it fails to apply to 
antiquity. Issues relating to the differences between natural and unnatural can also be found in New 
Testament scholarship as it relates to modern debates about homosexuality, see Dale Martin, 
“Heterosexism and the Interpretation of Romans 1:18-32” in Sex and the Single Savior: Gender and 
Sexuality in Biblical Interpretation (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 51-64, 
particularly 55-60. Bernadette J. Brooten, Love between Women: Early Christian Responses to Female 
Homoeroticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); Jennifer Knust, Abandoned to Lust: Sexual 
Slander and Ancient Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006). Jennifer Knust, “Paul and 
the Politics of Virtue and Vice,” in Paul and the Imperial Order, ed. Richard Horsley (Harrisburg, PA: 
Trinity Press International, 2004), 155-73; Diana Swancutt, “‘The Disease of Effemination’: The Charge of 
Effeminacy and the Verdict of God (Romans 1:182:16),” in New Testament Masculinities, ed. Stephen D. 
Moore and Janice Capel Anderson (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Press, 2003). For Aristotle’s 
notion of nature and naturalness see G. E. R. Lloyd, “The Invention of Nature” in Methods and Problems in 
Greek Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 417-34; and Julia Annas, The Morality of 
Happiness (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 135-214. For a modern application see Bruno 
Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2004), 9-41.  
90 The largest body of work in the Hippocratic corpus focuses specifically on gynecology and 
obstetrics. Ann See Ann Ellis Hanson, “Hippocrates: ‘Diseases of Women 1,’” Signs 1, no. 2 (1975): 568. 
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anatomical characteristic of women, and its receptive activities were associated in more 
general terms with the feminine gender and particularly her passive or penetrated role in 
coitus. Hippocratic authors used the terms μήτρα and ὑστέρα for the womb most often, 
but there are other terms including ἄγγος meaning vessel or jar.91 As depicted in votives 
and amulets, the term ἄγγος refers to the shape of the womb as it was understood 
complete with a mouth (στόμα) or sometimes mouths.92 Another description of the womb 
as a wineskin (ἀσκός) most clearly reflected the softness and stretchy quality of the 
organ able to grow to contain a fully formed fetus and contract after birth.93 Each of the 
items to which the womb was compared had a common receptacle quality. The 
receptivity underscored the passivity of the organ, but its passivity did not make it inert.  
 One persistent idea found in Hippocratic texts was the notion that the penis and 
the womb were animals with needs and desires independent from those of the human 
                                                                                                                                            
She writes, “Medieval manuscripts and later printed editions contain: Eight-Month Child, Generating 
Seed/Nature of the Child, Diseases of Women (in two books), Barren Women, Nature of Women, 
Superfetation, Young Girls, and Excision of the Embryo. As a group, these treatises cover the topics of 
intercourse and conception, fetal development and birth, female physiology and menstruation, barrenness, 
postpartum discharges (the lochia) and postpartum complications, uterine discharges in other sicknesses, 
movements of the uterus, tests for pregnancy, contraceptive measures, and so forth.” See also Flemming, 
Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 116; and Hanson, “Hippocrates: Diseases of Women 1,” 582, 
Hippocrates, DW 1.62.  
91 Helen King, Hippocrates' Woman: Reading the Female Body in Ancient Greece (London: 
Routledge, 1998), 34-5. See also Soranus, Gyn., 1.6; See also Aristotle, HA, III.1:510b13; Hippocrates, 
Epid., 6.5.11; Soranus, Gyn. 1.57.2. Hanson uses the term “jug.” See Ann Ellis Hanson, “The Medical 
Writer’s Woman,” in Before Sexuality: The Construction of Erotic Experience in the Ancient Greek World, 
ed. David M. Halperin, John J. Winkler, and Froma I. Zeitlin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 
317.  
92 King, Hippocrates’ Woman, 35; Hanson, “The Medical Writers’ Woman,” 317; Flemming, Medicine 
and the Making of Roman Women, 233. Flemming refers to this as the “nested body.” Votives and amulets 
are or show hollow vessel-like designs, and their depictions often narrow at one end to form a neck leading 
to an opening/mouth.  
93 See Lesley Dean-Jones, Women’s Bodies in Classical Greek Science (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1994), 65; See also Hippocrates, NC, 30; Hippocrates, DW, 1.61, 2.170.  
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being on or within whom they resided, and the womb’s most fervent desire was 
pregnancy.94 If women did not acquiesce to the desires of their wombs and become 
pregnant they put their health in jeopardy. The uterus, however, remains passive because 
it receives seed while the male organs (the penis and the testicles) emit it—an idea 
reflected in uterine imagery on votives and amulets.95 Male organs were part of the 
prototypical male body, and women’s bodies were “other” bodies to be compared to a 
masculine baseline.96 For ancient medical philosophers, the male body was the model of 
health, and by comparison female traits of passivity, receptivity, and retention, while 
necessary for pregnancy, were viewed as inferior to male activity and impermeability.  
                                                
94 See Dasen, “Un animal dans l'animal,” 91; Ann Ellis Hanson, “Continuity and Change: Three Case 
Studies in Hippocratic Gynecological Therapy and Theory,” in Women’s History and Ancient History, ed. 
Sarah Pomeroy (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 82, 103 n. 51-52; See also Plato, 
Timaeus, 91a6-d6. 
95 The emission of “female seed” from the ovaries and its usefulness is debated in ancient literature, but 
the uterus is exclusively for reception and retention—a quality votives and amulets sought to enhance. See 
Hippocrates, DW, 1:8; 1:10; 1:11; 1:24; 2:132; 2:146; 2:154; 2:162; 2:163; Hippocrates, B, 8; Hippocrates, 
Gen., 6. On seed theory see Thomas Walter Laqueur, Making Sex, 39-40. For more on Galen’s seed theory 
see Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 202-203. On receptivity Ann Ellis Hanson 
states, “In sum, the uterus imagined by Hippocrates was in the habit of getting, not giving” (Hanson, 
“Continuity and Change,” 89). There doesn’t appear to be any particular verb associated with the retention 
of seed, rather a variety were used: λάζομαι (Hippocrates, DW 1.10), κατέχω (Hippocrates, DW 1.11), 
συλλαμβάνω (Hippocrates, B, 8). The uterus remains passive even in birth as Aristotle and the Hippocratic 
philosophers argue that the infant fought its way out of the womb. The punching and kicking movement of 
the fetus and the rupturing of the membranes that held it in place during gestation was the cause of the 
woman’s pain in childbirth. Galen comes to acknowledge the fact that the uterus has expulsive properties, 
but it does little to change the understanding of women’s bodies as inherently passive. The term used to 
describe a pregnant woman is often a woman ἐν γαστρί (γαστήρ). Also, but rarely κύω can mean to be 
pregnant, but more often is used in the sense of conception, or to conceive. See King, Hippocrates’ 
Woman, 24-25. King draws an interesting parallel between the verb κύω (to conceive) and the noun κύων 
(dog or bitch) exposing the literary history of women being compared to dogs.  
96 Hanson, “Continuity and Change,” 103 n. 54. Hanson writes, “Male sexual apparatus and male 
sexual experience offered medical writers a model from which to deduce female experience and a 
vocabulary with which to name female organs: e.g., emission of female seed in the heat of intercourse.” See 
Hippocrates, Gen., 1-5. This was a foundational problem in the early stages of feminist inquiry. See Simone 
de Beauvoir, Constance Borde, and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier, The Second Sex (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 2010), 1, 4-6; and Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1985), 133-146.  
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 Another observable anatomical difference between men and women was their 
flesh. Women were “naturally” wetter and softer or spongier than men, who were known 
to be dry and firm. The opening discussion of the Diseases of Women in the Hippocratic 
Corpus provides a good example of this kind of thinking,  
I say that a woman’s flesh is more spongelike and softer than a man’s: since this 
is so, the woman’s body draws moisture both with more speed and in greater 
quantity from the belly than does the body of a man. For if anyone should set 
clean wool and a piece of cloth which is clean, thickly-woven, and equal in 
weight to the wool, over water or on top of a damp place for two days and two 
nights, when he takes them off and weighs them, he will discover that the wool is 
much heavier than the cloth...Now the wool, on the one hand, because it is both 
porous and soft, receives more of the escaping water, while the cloth, because it is 
solid and thickly woven, will be filled up, although it does not take on much of 
the escaping water. It is in this way, then, that a woman, because she is more 
porous, draws more moisture and draws it with greater speed from her belly to her 
body than does a man.97 
 
As Helen King noted, wool is a raw material, whereas woven cloth is a manufactured 
product. Thus, the juxtaposition here subtly suggested that women were underdeveloped 
or unprocessed, and men were finished.98 The fact that women soaked up and retained 
more material from their food and environment made them, physiologically speaking, 
                                                
97 Ann Ellis Hanson, “Hippocrates: ‘Diseases of Women 1,’” 572; Hippocrates, DW, 1.1. 
98 King, Hippocrates’ Woman, 29. A notion echoed in Aristotle’s concept that women are “unfinished” 
men due to a lack of heat (Aristotle, GA, 2.737a). Aristotle uses the term πεπηρωμένον from πηρόω 
meaning “to lame, maim, mutilate” (LSJ). Passivity/activity and permeability/impermeability are 
interrelated terms in the sexual discourses of antiquity. To be penetrated was to be passive, and to be the 
penetrator was to be active. Activity and impenetrability were models of masculinity up to which men 
sought to live, see Diana Swancutt, “Still before Sexuality: ‘Greek’ Androgyny, the Roman Imperial 
Politics of Masculinity and the Roman invention of the Tribas” in Mapping Gender in Ancient Religious 
Discourses, ed. Penner, Todd C, and Caroline Vander Stichele (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 11-62; Ruth Mazo 
Karras, “Active/Passive, Acts/Passions: Greek and Roman Sexualities,” The American Historical Review 
105, no. 4 (2000): 1250–65; Maud W. Gleason, Making Men: Sophists and Self-Presentation in Ancient 
Rome (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995); Maud W. Gleason, “The Semiotics of Gender: 
Physiognomy and Self-Fashioning in the Second Century C.E,” in Before Sexuality: The Construction of 
Erotic Experience in the Ancient Greek World, ed. David M. Halperin, John J. Winkler, and Froma I. 
Zeitlin (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 389-416.  
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creatures that held onto excess, which related directly to their inability to control, not 
only their fertility, but also their passion and sexual desires.99 They “soaked up” extra 
fluids (derived from food and drink), taking on even more than their bodies need or can 
use. Similarly, they could also “soak up” desire, always finding a way to absorb even 
more.100 The womb’s animalistic desire for pregnancy (obtainable only through sex) and 
her body’s propensity for seeking and retaining excess laid the groundwork for the 
conceptualization of woman as a being out of control. From these observations 
philosophers and poets alike concluded that, “Women feel no physical need to control 
desire since, by virtue of innate wetness, female capacity is virtually inexhaustible.”101 
The insatiable appetites of women’s bodies were dangerous, but they were also useful 
and even necessary for pregnancy.102 
 The rawness, sponginess, and wetness of the female body causes it to take in 
excesses, and the excesses require regular evacuation which occurs through 
menstruation—the first test of the womb’s ability to open and close. For medical 
philosophers, menstruation meant that a woman’s body was taking in excess according to 
its nature. According to this theory, while a woman was pregnant and menstruation 
                                                
99 See Ann Ellis Hanson, “The Restructuring of Female Physiology at Rome,” in Les Écoles Médicales 
À Rome: Actes Du 2ème Colloque International Sur Les Textes Médicaux Latins Antiques, Lausanne, 
Septembre 1986 (Geneva: Droz, 1991), 257. Regarding passions and lack of control see Carson, “Putting 
Her in Her Place,” 137-43. This concept will feature more prominently in later chapters on biblical 
literature.  
100 Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 47; Carson, “Putting Her in Her Place,” 142. 
101 Carson, “Putting Her in Her Place,” 142. 
102 Carson’s article makes the connection via heat and wetness using the poets as examples. See 
Carson, “Putting Her in Her Place.” See also Dean-Jones, Women’s Bodies, 134. 
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ceased, the fetus was consuming the excesses its mother took in naturally, which 
contributed to fetal growth and health in the womb.103 A lack of menstruation 
(amenorrhea) was therefore regarded as a problem; in this case, the philosophers 
concluded that the womb was closed too tightly causing a build-up of excesses that might 
putrefy and cause illness.104 Excessive menstruation (menorrhagia) was also a problem, 
but the purported cause was different: the womb was open too widely and unable to 
retain anything, thereby making the woman sickly.105 Either condition was a concern as 
they hindered conception and pregnancy maintenance.106 Irregular menstruation was the 
first sign of a problem. Additionally, a woman who did not menstruate at all or did not 
release enough menstrual fluid exhibited masculine qualities and was thought to be 
unable to conceive.107 Without the proper degree of menstruation a woman’s body was 
never able to be put to its proper use. It failed in its purpose and was essentially ill. 
                                                
103 See Hippocrates, NC, 4. 
104 See Hippocrates, DW, 1.2; Hanson, “Diseases of Women 1,” 572-573; Dean-Jones, Women’s 
Bodies, 133.  
105 Hippocrates, DW, 1.6; Hanson, “Diseases of Women 1,” 575-576; Dean-Jones, Women’s Bodies, 
134.  
106 See Hippocrates, NC, 19; King, Hippocrates’ Woman, 30. King engages in an interesting 
comparison of modern standards, and explains how difficult it is to understand what exactly was being 
measured. Still, she notes the prevalence of the two attic cotyls measurement as it persists in Soranus as a 
maximum measurement. See also Soranus, Gyn., 1.20.  
107 The supposed amount of menstrual fluid expelled if a woman was healthy was two attic cotyls 
(Hippocrates, DW, 1.6) or, in modern measurements, about a pint. See King, Hippocrates’ Woman, 30; 
Hanson, “Hippocrates: Diseases of Women 1,” 575 n. 12. Hanson explains, “Most scholars agree that one 
Attic cotyl contained about 270 cubic centimeters, or about half a pint… Two Attic cotyls would equal a 
pint. Modern gynecological handbooks estimate the amount of menses lost each month at about two 
ounces, or about one-eighth of two Attic cotyls. The discrepancy may be due to inaccurate methods of 
measuring or estimating the quantity of menses or any number of other factors.” See also Mabel Lang and 
Margaret Crosby, Weights, Measures, and Tokens (Princeton: American School of Classical Studies at 
Athens, 1964), 44, 57.  
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Proper menstruation hinged on the aperture of the womb, and its ability to perform the 
tasks of opening and closing at the proper times.108  
Pregnancy meant that the womb had properly taken in male seed, and it also 
allowed the woman’s body to function properly without the need for menstruation. A 
woman’s spongy body functioned like a man’s firm body only when pregnant or 
breastfeeding.109 Pregnancy mitigated the imperfection of the female body by allowing 
women’s bodies to function like men’s bodies that neither take in excess nor require the 
evacuation of excess. Menstruation, then, is the mark of an imperfect body, and as shown 
by the extensive discussions focused on too much or too little menstruation, it was also a 
faulty means of correction prone to dysfunction.110 These discussions explicitly tied a 
woman’s health to her womb and her ability to become pregnant. It justified the popular 
refrain from the Hippocratic corpus that states: “if she becomes pregnant, she is 
healthy.”111  
                                                
108 Some amulets were likely meant to address problems with menstruation, which I argue, is either 
implicitly or explicitly the result of concern for women’s fertility.  
109 Pregnancy and breastfeeding were two of the very few times that menstruation could cease without 
negative repercussions. From the perspective of the medical philosophers, it follows that pregnant and 
breastfeeding mothers do not menstruate because their accumulated excesses have a purpose in providing 
nutrition to the fetus or infant. See Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 116; 
Hippocrates, DW, 1.34. See Ann Ellis Hanson, “Diseases of Women in the Epidemics,” Die 
Hippokratischen Epidemien: Theorie-Praxis-Tradition: Verhandlungen Des Ve Colloque International 
Hippocratique (Stuttgart: F. Steiner, 1989), 45-46. 
110 Dean-Jones, Women’s Bodies, 135. 
111 Helen King, Health in Antiquity (London: Routledge, 2005), 157. King lists examples including, 
Hippocrates, DW, 1.37, 1.59, 1.63, 2.119, 2.162. See also Hanson, “The Medical Writer’s Woman,” 318, 
324; Aline Rousselle, “Observation feminine et idéologie masculine: Le corps de la femme d’après les 
médecin grecs,” Annales 35 (1980): 1095.  
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 The Hippocratic authors suggested treatment for women for all types of 
conditions by focusing specifically on the health and wellbeing of the womb. The health 
of the uterus was measured by whether or not a woman could become pregnant, and thus, 
pregnancy and health were almost synonymous terms. Difficulties breathing or feelings 
of suffocation, for example, might be attributed to a wandering womb. Medical 
philosophers explained that the organ could wander the body in search of moisture if 
unused for the purposes of childbearing. Diseases of Women reads,  
If suffocation occurs suddenly, it will happen especially to women who do not 
have intercourse and to older women rather than to young ones. [...] Now when 
the womb turns it hits the liver and they go together and strike against the 
abdomen—for the womb rushes and goes upward toward the moisture, because it 
has been unduly heated by hard work and the liver is, after all, moist. When the 
womb hits the liver, it produces sudden suffocation as it occupies the breathing 
passage around the belly.112    
 
Regular intercourse kept the womb properly irrigated and moist; it also kept it properly 
situated in its place.113 Lastly, it satisfied the womb’s animalistic desire to become 
pregnant.114 Hippocratic authors acknowledge a woman’s physical receptiveness, and, 
here, the “nature” of her anatomy reflects social expectations of pregnancy. Women’s 
health, then, depends on the health of her womb and her adherence to social norms 
including but not limited to passivity, sexual receptivity, and pregnancy.  
                                                
112 Hippocrates, DW, 1.7; Hanson, “Hippocrates: Diseases of Women 1,” 576. See also Hippocrates, 
DW, 2.138; 2.145; and 2.153; and Hanson, “Continuity and Change,” 82-84. 
113 Hanson, “The Medical Writers’ Woman,” 319; Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman 
Women, 117. 
114 Older women, those who are no longer menstruating, and younger widows, whose wombs are not 
being satisfied by pregnancy, are most likely to experience the womb’s displacement. See Dean-Jones, 
“Women’s Bodies in Classical Greek Science,” 69-76; See also Bennett Simon, Mind and Madness in 
Ancient Greece: The Classical Roots of Modern Psychiatry (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1978), 
238-268; and Mary R. Lefkowitz, Heroines and Hysterics (London: Duckworth, 1981). 
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 If conception proved difficult, the womb was usually deemed faulty, and 
treatment focused on its deficiency.115 One Hippocratic author wrote, “If a woman does 
not conceive, and you wish to know if she will conceive, cover her round with wraps and 
burn perfumes underneath. If the smell seems to pass through the body to the mouth and 
nostrils, be assured that the woman is not barren through her own physical fault” (Aph. 
5.59).116 If the odor therapies failed to reach the mouth or the nose it meant “that the 
smell did not complete the first leg of its journey. The odors never reached the uterus in 
the first place, for they were stopped by the same impediment which would prevent male 
seed from reaching the womb for the conception of a child.”117 The ability to become 
pregnant in and of itself meant all parts were in their correct place, functioning properly, 
and thus, the woman was healthy.118  
 Given the focus on pregnancy and the parity of pregnancy and health, the 
Hippocratic medical literature, tended to identify the woman with her womb. This 
resulted in unquestioned and purpose oriented treatment of her body as a means of 
reproduction. A misplaced, misshapen, or upended uterus, blocked passageways, and the 
                                                
115 The archaeological record serves as a necessary counter balance. While wombs are prevalent among 
votive deposits, male genitalia is also present suggesting that men may have recognized their own sexual 
dysfunction among other difficulties. 
116 See also Hippocrates, DW, 2.146, Hippocrates, NW, 96.  
117 Hanson, “Continuity and Change,” 86. See also Hippocrates, B, 213, 217, 223, 230 for therapies to 
help remedy these situations. 
118 Hanson, “The Medical Writers’ Woman,” 319-320, 324; King, Health in Antiquity, 157; Flemming, 
Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 117. The Hippocratic corpus repeatedly prescribes sex as a 
therapy for women because it maintained central pathways through which menstrual fluids leave and semen 
may enter the female body. See Hippocrates, DW, 2.119 “κἢν ἐν γαστρὶ ἴσχῃ, ὑγιὴς γίνεται” cf. DW, 
2.121 “Καὶ ἢν ταῦτα ποιήσασα ἐν γαστρὶ ἴσχῃ, ὑγιὴςγίνεται.” See Emile Littré, ed. and trans., Oeuvres 
completes d’Hippocrate (Paris: Baillière, 1839-1861), 8:260-264. 
	   
58 
organ’s refusal to open or close were all possible hindrances to pregnancy, but when 
pregnancy occurred, the health and functionality of the uterus was assumed. Moving past 
conception, the activity of carrying a child or being pregnant is absent from the 
literature.119 The woman’s body in pregnancy attained the closed and impenetrability of 
the male body. For the limited duration of her pregnancy, she overcame the physical 
aspects of her vulnerability, but her social passivity did not change, and her inactivity was 
assumed even during delivery and parturition.  
 The Hippocratic corpus insisted on the passivity of the woman and the activity of 
the fetus in childbirth, and authors attribute the pains of childbirth to the newborn 
fighting its way out of the womb.120 An excerpt from the Nature of the Child reads,  
When a woman is about to give birth, it comes to pass that the fetus by moving 
and jumping with its arms and legs ruptures some of the interior membranes, and 
when one of these is ruptured, the others have less strength; next the membranes 
surrounding the one containing the fetus are ruptured, and after that the one 
farthest away. When these membranes rupture, the fetus is released from its 
connection, and it passes out by shaking for the connection no longer has any 
strength after the membranes have given way and when they are removed the 
uterus can no longer hold on to the fetus [...] When the fetus moves, it stretches 
and widens the uterus as it passes out, due to the uterus’s softness. The fetus 
moves head first, if it passes according to nature, for its upper parts, as measured 
from the umbilicus, are heaviest. In the uterus, the fetus acquires the strength 
necessary to rupture the membranes at the time of the tenth month, when a mother 
gives birth.121  
 
                                                
119 Hanson, “Diseases in the Epidemics,” 42. Hanson writes, “Normal pregnancy and uneventful 
delivery are absent from both the gynecology and the Epidemics,” suggesting that neither was a concern. 
120 Hanson, “Continuity and Change,” 89-90. 
121 Hippocrates, NC, 19; See also Hippocrates, Eight Months’ Child, 5. In the event of a difficult birth 
when the child was not positioned correctly and it could not be delivered, the child would have been 
deemed too weak to survive prompting surgical dismemberment to save the life of the mother. Stillbirth or 
the death of the fetus in childbirth also required surgical dismemberment. See Hanson, “Continuity and 
Change,” 92-4.  
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The passivity of the woman is clear as the fetus punched and kicked to release various 
membranes that contained it within the womb (the amulet calling to the child to make its 
way out of the womb [Figure 5] discussed above operates according to a similar 
presumption). When one membrane holding the child in the womb was ruptured, it 
caused a chain reaction, and the others ruptured as well. Once all connective membranes 
were broken the fetus became suspended freely within the uterus. When birth was 
difficult, forceful sneezing and shaking the parturient were possible treatments because 
nothing was thought to be holding the infant in place.122 There was a limited concept of 
bodily integrity for women given their spongy flesh and permeable orifices, and the idea 
that a woman could have an active role in childbirth was foreign to these texts.123 The 
combination of physical penetrability (notably depicted on birth amulets) and social 
passivity was reflected in this literature as anatomical passivity even in the process of 
giving birth.  
 Even from this brief discussion it is easily noted that care for women was often 
focused on keeping her body in reproductive order for as long as possible. Flemming 
explains, “for the Hippocratics, a woman’s health depends on her reproductive activity; 
fulfilling her social role makes her healthy.”124 The Hippocratic philosophers are heavily 
focused on becoming pregnant because being pregnant was healthy. Even giving birth 
                                                
122 The concept of a woman “pushing” was foreign to these texts. See Hanson, “Continuity and 
Change,” 92. See also Hippocrates, DW, 1.68; Hippocrates, Epid., 5.103; Hippocrates, Epid., 7.49. The 
verb in these accounts is σείω meaning to shake. 
123 Amulets, in some cases mentioned above, acknowledge the activity of the fetus by addressing it and 
calling it to come forth rather than addressing the parturient.  
124 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 117. 
	   
60 
was healthy and good for the body because it opened passages that made menstruation 
easier in the long term.125 Almost nothing was said of pregnancy symptoms like weight 
gain, morning sickness, and other kinds of discomfort related to pregnancy. The 
Hippocratic philosophers only address parturient women when birth is difficult or 
abnormal, and they very rarely discuss the care of women after birth. Most likely, this 
kind of knowledge fell into the realm of the midwife (μαία) or “things women say to 
each other.”126 As far as the Hippocratic Corpus is concerned, a pregnant woman with all 
her excesses being absorbed and all her internal passages clear, is perfectly healthy; 
nothing much apart from injury or general malaise could be wrong with her.  
 
Galen  
  “Medical” knowledge in antiquity was a matter of philosophical discussion and 
speculation that circulated through series of discourses, and the Hippocratic corpus was 
                                                
125 “Menstruation began the process of opening up the young girl’s body. Pregnancies and births 
completed it, by breaking down the young girl’s resistant body, by widening her passageways, and making 
her compact flesh soft and spongy. Each successive pregnancy increased the amount of open space in the 
woman’s body for free movement and evacuation of excess fluids or for their storage. Each pregnancy 
broke down her flesh, so that it was ever more spongy and better able to manage a mature female’s surplus 
fluidity” (Hanson, “Continuity and Change,” 85-86). 
126 Hippocrates, NC, 13 recounts the story of a dancing girl (likely a slave) who had sex with men, but 
was supposed to avoid pregnancy. She hears stories from other women that help her identify when she has 
conceived. See also Hanson, “Continuity and Change,” 78-79; Hanson explains how the Hippocratic corpus 
particularly as it relates to women is a mixture of oral tradition and folk remedies and professional 
experience and opinions. See also Hanson, “The Medical Writer’s Woman,” 309; Rousselle, “Images 
médicales du corps,” 1091-92; G. E. R. Lloyd, Science, Folklore, and Ideology: Studies in the Life Sciences 
in Ancient Greece (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 62-86, esp. 76-79, 168-200. 
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only one example of many voices.127  During approximately the same period, Aristotle 
was also writing about the inherent differences between men and women for example, 
and his work went on to be foundational to the work of Galen.128 Though Aristotle was 
not a philosopher who limited himself to medical questions, his descriptive work on 
gender, women, and social hierarchy was instructive for Galen, and Galen relies on it 
heavily.  
Galen’s work was very similar to Aristotle in that it was “a whole way of 
knowing about the world for medical purposes.”129 His corpus is extensive, but unlike 
Soranus and the Hippocratics, Galen did not devote a single work to women’s bodies. 
Galen’s woman is “constructed by Galen in the course of forming and articulating a 
totalizing system of medical knowledge.”130 This totalizing aspect is similar to the 
                                                
127 I am including material culture within the notion of discourse. It’s important to note that the 
Hippocratic Corpus is not known to be the work of one author, but rather a compilation of works by a series 
of authors edited over a long period of time. I refer to the Hippocratics (plural) to communicate this notion.  
128 Aristotle was “interested in sexual differentiation as a rather more cosmic than therapeutic problem. 
It is something in the way the world is organized that requires description and explanation as part of a 
complete programme of understanding, rather than a practical issue” (Flemming, Medicine and the Making 
of Roman Women, 117). See also Lacquer, Making Sex, 25-62, 149-151. See also L. Lange, “Woman Is Not 
a Rational Animal: On Aristotle’s Biology of Reproduction,” in Discovering Reality: Feminist Perspectives 
on Epistemology, Metaphysics, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science, ed. S. Harding and M. B. 
Hintikka (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1983), 1-16; and N. Tuana, “Aristotle and the Politics of Reproduction,” in 
Engendering Origins: Critical Feminist Readings in Plato and Aristotle, ed. Bat-Ami Bar On (Albany, NY: 
State University of New York Press, 1994), 189-206; M. Deslauriers, “Sexual Difference in Aristotle’s 
Politics and His Biology” The Classical World 102, no. 3 (2009), 215-231; Deslauriers interpretation 
disagrees slightly with that of Lange and Tuana. See also M. L. Femenías, “Women and Natural Hierarchy 
in Aristotle” Hypatia 9 no. 1 (1994), 164-172; and C. Freeland, ed., Feminist Interpretations of Aristotle 
(University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 1998).  
129 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 253. See also Zsuzsanna Várhelyi, “Self-
Care and Health Care: Selfhood and Religion in the Roman Imperial Elite,” in Religious Dimensions of the 
Self in the Second Century CE, ed. Jörg Rüpke and Greg Woolf (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 226-27. 
Várhelyi writes, “Galen, for certain, considered himself as much a philosopher as a physician.”  
130 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 254. 
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perspective taken by Jewish writers. Galen, for example, often took a moment to marvel 
at the inner workings of “nature” within the human body. He personified and almost 
deified nature as a creator goddess, and followed Aristotle in regular praise of “her” 
work.131 Nature created the perfect and healthy human body making health that which 
conformed to nature’s plan (kata physin) and sickness that which worked against it (para 
physin).132 The medical philosopher, then, attempted to understand nature’s ways and 
rectify difficulties.133  
Galen implicitly agrees with much of the Hippocratic material on women, 
particularly the passivity of women that highlights the activity of men, but he relies on 
heat as the differentiating characteristic and grants the uterus active properties of 
retention and expulsion in addition to the ability to open and close. Galen and Aristotle 
agree that men and women differ from one another due to differences in innate heat; men, 
they argue, are warmer than women.134 Aristotle’s explanation for menstruation rests on 
                                                
131 This is particularly evident in The Usefulness of the Parts. See Margaret Tallmadge May trans., 
Galen on the Usefulness of the Parts of the Body, 2 vols. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968). See 
also Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 294. Peter Brain, Galen on Bloodletting: A 
Study of the Origins, Development, and Validity of His Opinions, with a Translation of the Three Works 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 3-4.  
132 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 290; Galen, On the Constitution of the Art 
of Medicine, 20. It bears mention that this is the same language Paul uses in Romans 1:26-27. 
133 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 290. 
134 The hot and cold equation that referenced men and women respectively was up for debate among 
the Hippocratics. See Hippocrates, DW, 1.1 and c.f. Hippocrates, Reg., 1.34. The hot/cold dualism found in 
Aristotle is very much at home among the firm/spongy, dry/wet, active/passive dichotomies so entrenched 
in ancient epistemology. For a fuller discussion see Helen King, Hippocrates’ Woman, 32–33; Flemming, 
Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 117-122; Sabine Föllinger, “Differenz und Gleichheit: das 
Geschlechterverhältnis in der Sicht griechischer Philosophen des 4. bis 1. Jahrhunderts v. Chr.” (Stuttgart: 
F. Steiner, 1996), 31-32, Fölligner explains that menstruation is the grounds for both sides of the argument. 
For a translation of Hippocrates, DW, 1.1 see Hanson, “Hippocrates: Diseases of Women 1,” 572. 
Hippocrates, Reg. 1.34, reads as follows, “Τῶν δὲ πάντων τὰ μὲν ἄρσενα θερμότερα καὶ ξηρότερα, τὰ 
δὲ θήλεα ὑγρότερα καὶ ψυχρότερα διὰ τάδε, ὅτι τε ἀπ᾿ ἀρχῆς ἐν τοιούτοισιν ἑκάτερα ἐγένετο καὶ 
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the notion of excess, like the Hippocratics, but the excesses occur due to coldness.135 The 
excess material that women’s colder bodies cannot process necessitates a receptacle, and 
nature provided the uterus for this purpose.136 Regardless of her generative capacity, the 
definition of woman for Aristotle was a lack of heat—a lack of what makes men active.137 
Galen builds on this theory explaining that a lack of innate heat prevented women’s 
organs from developing externally, which made them ‘less perfect,’ but suitable for 
reproduction.138 Galen wrote, 
                                                                                                                                            
ὑπὸ τοιούτων αὔξεται, γενόμενα τε τὰ μὲν ἄρσενα τῇσι διάτῃσιν ἐπιπονωτέρῃσι χρῆται, ὥστε 
ἐκθερμαίνεσθαι καὶ ἀποξηραίνεσθαι, τὰ δὲ θήλεα ὑγροτέρῃσι καὶ ῥᾳθυμοτέρῃσι τῇσι διαίτῃσι 
χρέονται, καὶ κάθαρσιν τοῦ θερμοῦ ἐκ τοῦ σώματος ἑκάστου μηνὸς ποιέονται. The males of all 
species are warmer and drier, and the females moister and colder, for the following reasons: originally each 
sex was born in such things and grows thereby, while after birth males use a more rigorous regimen, so that 
they are well warmed and dried, but females use a regimen that is moister and less strenuous, besides 
purging the heat out of their bodies every month.” See Hippocrates, and Heracleitus. Nature of Man. 
Regimen in Health. Humours. Aphorisms. Regimen 1-3. Dreams. Heracleitus: On the Universe, trans. W. 
H. S. Jones, Loeb Classical Library 150 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931), 280-281.  
135 Aristotle, GA, IV.765b. The female body lacks the innate heat required to purify the excesses her 
body absorbs into the condensed and formative seminal residue of men (Aristotle, GA, IV.766b.20-25). In 
this light, semen and menstrual fluid are analogous substances, the former being fully developed and 
distilled. The female lack of heat, fails to “cook” female residues to a manageable quantity and also fails to 
make them useful for generation beyond providing physical material and nourishment. 
136 See Aristotle, GA, IV.766b.25-27. 
137 Sigmund Freud takes this theory further in his psychoanalysis (penis envy, etc.), and Luce Irigaray 
refutes him pointing out the fact that his frame/model/ideal is always masculine. Irigaray writes, “This 
‘neuter’ is hard for Freud to account for in his theory of the difference of the sexes, as we can see from his 
repeated admissions that the subject of woman’s sexuality is still very ‘obscure.’ As for what he will have 
to say about it, what has become ‘apparent’ to him about it, female sexuality can be graphed along the axes 
of visibility of (so-called) masculine sexuality. For such a demonstration to hold up, the little girl must 
immediately become a little boy. In the beginning... the little girl was (only) a little boy. In other words 
THERE NEVER IS (OR WILL BE) A LITTLE GIRL. All that remains is to assign her sexual function to 
this ‘little boy’ with no penis, or at least no penis of any recognized value” (Speculum of the Other Woman, 
48-49). 
138 This is Galen’s reversal theory in which and men share the same reproductive organs, only women’s 
reside on the inside of the body. The problem is that the function of the scrotum is to disperse seed and the 
function of the uterus is to retain it. See Sophia M. Connell, “Aristotle and Galen on Sex Difference and 
Reproduction: A New Approach to an Ancient Rivalry,” Studies in the History and Philosophy of Science 
31 (2000): 418-19. Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 306-8.  
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The female is less perfect than the male for one, principal reason—because she is 
colder; for if among animals the warm one is the more active, a colder animal 
would be less perfect than a warmer. A second reason is one that appears in 
dissecting. [...] All the parts, then, that men have, women have too, the difference 
between them lying in only one thing, [...] namely, that in women the parts are 
within [the body], whereas in men they are outside [...] For the parts were formed 
within her when she was still a fetus, but could not because of the defect in the 
heat emerge and project on the outside, and this, though making the animal itself 
that was being formed less perfect than one that is complete in all aspects, 
provided no small advantage for the race; for there needs must be a female. 
Indeed, you ought not to think that our Creator would purposefully make half the 
whole race imperfect and, as it were, mutilated, unless there was some great 
advantage in such a mutilation.139 
 
Galen’s definition of women also relied on her lack of heat. He goes on to explain that 
women were cold, and so (in a way similar to the Hippocratics) they did not consume all 
the nutrition they took in enabling them to carry a child without injury to themselves.140 
While Galen is not as clear as the Hippocratics are when discussing the parity of 
women’s health and reproduction, it seems that a woman living according to nature was a 
woman who became pregnant and gave birth to children. 
 Aside from her ability to bear children, Galen’s woman was very much like a 
man, which represents a clear departure from Hippocratic physiology.141 Galen explained,  
                                                
139 Galen, UP, 14.6 (abridged); For translation see Galen, Galen on the Usefulness of the Parts of the 
Body, vol. 2, trans. Margaret Tallmadge May (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968), 628-630. 
140 “The fetus needs abundant material both when it is first constituted and for the entire period of 
growth that follows. Hence it is obliged to do one of two things: it must either snatch nutriment away from 
the mother herself or take nutriment that is left over. Snatching it away would injure the generant, and 
taking the left over nutriment would be impossible if the female were perfectly warm; for if she were, she 
would easily disperse and evaporate it” (Galen, UP, 14.6).  
141 Ann Ellis Hanson, “The Restructuring of Female Physiology at Rome,” in Les Écoles Médicales À 
Rome: Actes Du 2ème Colloque International Sur Les Textes Médicaux Latins Antiques, Lausanne, 
Septembre 1986 (Geneva: Droz, 1991), 259. Hanson concludes, “The implication is that female physiology, 
especially as it relates to reproduction, does not receive a thorough reworking in any of the medical systems 
active at Rome to match the radical changes which take place in theories of therapy and of regimen which 
affect both sexes.” 
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Then think first, please, of the man’s turned in and extending inward between the 
rectum and the bladder. If this should happen, the scrotum would necessarily take 
the place of the uteri, with the testes lying outside, next to it on either side; the 
penis of the male would become the neck of the cavity that had been formed; and 
the skin and the end of the penis, now called the prepuse, would become the 
female pudendum [vulva] itself.142 
 
Taking the male body as a model, women’s bodies became inverted male bodies.143 
Women also had testicles (ovaries), but they were slightly different from that of men 
being flatter, harder, and more dense.144 For Galen, female testicles also produced semen 
that contributed to generation, but their contributions were passive and nutritional, and 
they have nothing to do with the creative process.145 Galen wrote,  
When the semen fell on the fundus of the uterus and was unable to coat the entire 
uterus, for it had outgrowths, like horns, on each side, nature coated these too with 
a second semen, that of the female; [...] When, therefore, the female produces 
semen at the same time as the male, the semen discharged through each of the two 
horns and carried to the middle of the hollow of the uterus coats the passages and 
at the same time reaches the male semen. It mixes with this semen, and the 
membranes are entwined with each other [...] (The female semen) provides this 
service for the fetus and becomes, as it were, a kind of nutriment for the semen of 
the male; for it is thinner than the male semen, and colder, and more suitable than 
all else for nourishment.146 
 
                                                
142 Galen, UP, 14.6. Galen; trans. May, Galen on the Usefulness of the Parts of the Body, 628-629. 
143 Aristotle’s appeals to nature and his emphasis on heat are justifications for the way he 
conceptualizes female anatomy as subordinate to male anatomy along the lower end of a sliding scale of 
masculinity. Flemming aptly concludes, “Aristotle’s woman is a ‘deformed male’ (ἄρρεν πεπηρωμένον), 
defined by an inability that contrasts with a crucial male ability, by her material rather than formative role 
in generation, a role which requires certain somatic configuration, all of this resting on her lack of innate 
heat, and all being manifestations of her inferiority” (Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman 
Women, 119). 
144 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 296. This wasn’t controversial information 
since the Hippocratics acknowledge that women contributed seed to the process of generation. 
145 Galen, Sem., 1.4.1-7.20; Galen, Sem., 2.1, 2. 
146 Galen, Sem., 1:7.1-5 (abridged); for translation see Galen, Galeni De Semine, ed. and trans. Phillip 
De Lacy, CMG v. 3.1 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1992), 87. 
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The two types of semen were mutually helpful in generation, however the male seed 
played a more active role and consumed the female semen, which, because they were 
female, were not active participants in the creative work of generation. The female seed 
mimicked the female body in that both were best suited to nurture and provide nutrition.  
The uterus in Galen’s work had extraordinary retentive faculties (κατηεκτική). It 
closed on semen, and remained closed in order for the fetus to grow, but it also had 
expulsive properties and the ability to dilate for menstruation, if something went wrong 
during gestation, and also during childbirth.147 The active properties of the uterus were a 
development in ancient gynecology, but the passivity of the woman and her seed 
remained and contrasted the activity of the male body.148 The womb was without 
musculature, but it was held in place by a series of interwoven ligaments making the 
Hippocratic notion of the wandering womb a non-issue.149 While the uterus was capable 
of using its expulsive properties, it is not a muscle, and when women strain or push in 
childbirth, Galen explained, “this additional work which the patient does of herself is no 
longer the work of the uterus but of the epigastric muscles, which also help us in 
defaecation and micturition.”150 The womb had no muscles precisely because the scrotum 
has no muscles of its own, and Galen worked from a primary model which was male.  
                                                
147 Galen, Nat. Fac., 3.3. 
148 Compare the previously mentioned Hippocratic notion that it is the infant that initiates its own birth, 
and then fights it way into the world. 
149 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 295-6. 
150 Galen, Nat. Fac., 3. 
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Despite acknowledgement of the womb’s faculties, and his extensive knowledge 
gained from dissection (of animals), Galen held to a variety of Hippocratic and 
Aristotelian doctrines including the masculine ideal, the foundation of which was heat.151 
The lack of bodily heat translated directly to the perceived passivity of the female body 
and further into culturally designated roles. The capacity of the female body to carry 
children, then, even when in good working order was imperfect and so much the more 
when there was a problem. Yet, the discourse of pregnancy remained open to voices of 
dissent. Soranus’ work Gynecology is an interesting example as he too relied on the 
masculine model as the perfect body, but came to conclusions that did not equate 
pregnancy and health. He agreed that men’s bodies were healthier and more perfect as a 
rule, but while Galen and the Hippocratics suggest that women come closer to the 
masculine ideal through pregnancy, Soranus disagrees. And, Paul, also, refuses to equate 
pregnancy and health. 
  
Soranus’ Gynecology  
 Soranus of Ephesus wrote and worked between the first and second centuries CE 
at the height of the Roman Empire only slightly before Galen, though in a different—
more observational—school of thought known as The Methodist school.152 It is perhaps 
                                                
151 Galen also argues that male fetuses were formed on the more perfect and warmer right side of the 
uterus and that female fetuses formed on the cooler left side, and thus the womb consisted of two cavities; 
he almost always refers to “uteri” in plural form. See Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman 
Women, 309; Galen, Sem., 2.5.1-76; and Galen, UP, 14.7.  
152 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 230. Flemming (citing Hanson and Green) 
writes, “…the Gynaceology is an adaptation not a translation, ‘Soranian’ rather than ‘Soranus.’” See also 
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his observational and comparative focus that allowed Soranus to draw conclusions 
distinct from those of the Hippocratic corpus and Aristotelian philosophy. For Soranus, 
pregnancy did not equate to health, it did not necessarily allow women to approach 
masculinity by eliminating excess, and it did not optimize bodily function; it was, instead, 
a burden on the body and a hindrance to overall health. He recommended that women 
avoid pregnancy if they could and even went so far as to suggest that menstruation was 
unnecessary. He likened the body of a reproductive woman to a field that has not been 
allowed to lay fallow and suggested that women’s bodies, like the land, became 
exhausted and depleted from overuse.153 For Soranus, it seems that the expectation that 
the female body be able to open and close over and over again for the purposes of 
menstruation, conception, and childbirth had significant negative repercussions.  
Though his conclusions are distinct, Soranus inherited his medical terminology 
and many of his ideas from other philosophers including those that relate to the womb. 
Early in his gynecological treatise he described the womb and included the etymology of 
the words used for it. He wrote,  
The uterus (mētra) is also termed hystera and delphys. It is termed mētra, because 
it is the mother of all the embryos borne of it or because it makes mothers of those 
who possess it; or, according to some people because it possesses a metre of time 
in regard to menstruation and childbirth. And it is termed hystera because 
afterwards it yields up its products, or because it lies after all the entrails, if not 
precisely at least broadly speaking. And it is termed delphys because it is able to 
procreate brothers and sisters.154  
                                                                                                                                            
Hanson and Green, “Soranus of Ephesus,” 979. For more on the Methodist school as it compares to other 
medical sects see Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 86-90, and 248-249. 
153 Soranus, Gyn. 1.42. 
154 See translation in Soranus, Soranus' Gynecology, ed. and trans. Owsei Temkin (Baltimore, MD: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 8, 8 n. 11. Temkin cites Aristotle’s work relating to Soranus’ use of 
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Soranus attributed power to these names explaining that the very terminology used to 
identify the organ suggested something about its nature. He derived the meanings of the 
terms used for the uterus primarily from what he perceived as its purpose, namely 
childbearing. He conflated one of the organ’s capabilities (childbearing) and the nature of 
the organ, and in so doing he made all girls and women into potential mothers. The 
meanings of the terms did not add much to his discussion (he abandons them immediately 
after mentioning them), but by making pregnancy the nature and purpose of the organ, he 
was able to situate his work on the subject of women and the womb aptly and primarily 
within the cultural context of childbearing.  
Soranus acknowledged the active role of the uterus in birth noting that the uterus 
was capable of contracting (closing) and relaxing (opening), and he even recognized the 
contributions women made to the process of childbirth via breathing exercises.155 He 
explained that in children the uterus was relatively small, but in women it grew to 
accommodate a fetus and shrank back after birth.156 Soranus also acknowledged the 
ability of the organ to stretch; he explained that a woman who has never had children has 
                                                                                                                                            
the term delphys. See also Aristotle, HA, III.1.510b13 from adelphoi/ai. The Greek text reads as follows: 
“Ἡ μήτρα καὶ ὑστέρα λέγεται καὶ δελφύς· μήτρα μὲν οὖν, ὅτι μήτηρ ἐστὶ πάντων τῶν ἐξ αὐτῆς 
γεννωμένων ἐμβρύων, ἢ ὅτι τὰς ἐχούσας αὐτὴν μητέρας ποιεῖ, κατὰ δέ τινας, ὅτι μέτρον ἔχει 
χρόνου πρὸς κάθαρσιν καὶ ἀπότεξιν· ὑστέρα δὲ διὰ τὸ ὕστερον ἀποδιδόναι τὰ ἑαυτῆς 
ἐνεργήματα, ἢ διὰ τὸ ἐσχάτην κεῖσθαι πάντων τῶν σπλάγχνων, εἰ καὶ μὴ πρὸς ἀκρίβειαν ἀλλὰ 
κατὰ πλάτος· δελφὺς δὲ διὰ τὸ ἀδελφῶν αὐτὴν εἶναι γεννητικήν” [J. Ilberg, Sorani Gynaeciorum libri 
iv, de signis fracturarum, de fasciis, vita Hippocratis secundum Soranum (Leipzig: Teubner, 1927, 1.6.1)].  
155 Soranus, Gyn., 1.8, 2.6; Hanson, “Restructuring,” 261. 
156 Soranus, Gyn., 1.7, 1.9-11. The shape “exemplifies the principle of the nested body, whereby 
individual organs recall or replicate the structure of the whole; for the uterus has a ‘mouth’ (στόμιον), 
‘neck’ (τράχηλος), ‘throat’ (αὐχην), ‘shoulders’ (ὦμοι), and ‘sides’ (πλευρά) before it reaches the 
‘bottom’ (πυθμήν)” (Flemming, Medicine and the Making of the Roman Woman, 233). 
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“furrows in the region of the fundus, in most cases folded in like a cap. But in women 
who have given birth, the whole uterus stretches and becomes round.”157 Attributing 
flexibility to the uterus “endowed the organ with its expulsive properties.”158 These 
expulsive properties attributed more activity to the uterus particularly during parturition. 
According to Soranus, pregnancy changes the shape of the uterus and enhances its ability 
to open and expel its contents for the purposes of childbirth. Soranus is unique in 
acknowledging activity in women during parturition. He began to challenge the notion of 
feminine passivity, but even as he recognized the toll childbirth took on women, he did 
not challenge the cultural imperative of pregnancy and childbirth. Soranus’ description of 
female anatomy focused squarely on women with the capacity to bear children and the 
physical adaptations essential to the tasks of opening and closing over the course of her 
reproductive life.159  
 Though Soranus places the procreative woman at the center of his investigation, 
he did not see menstruation, conception, and pregnancy as healthful; these are, instead, 
useful in that they sustain humanity.160 Soranus recognized “the general principle of 
nature according to which both sexes, <for the sake> of continuity, <have to ensure> the 
                                                
157 Soranus, Gyn., 1.14. These furrows are interesting in light of the furrows on the votives.  
158 Hanson, “Restructuring,” 261; Soranus, Gyn., 3.3. 
159 Hanson, “Restructuring,” 259; Flemming, Medicine and the Making of the Roman Woman, 234-235. 
160 Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 238. She notes by way of comparison, “If, 
for the Hippocratic writers, to be a healthy woman is to be a reproductive woman, for Soranus (and others 
among the methodikoi), to be a woman is to be reproductive (the exceptions only serving to prove the rule), 
which is not healthy but useful…” 
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succession of living beings],” and his work is devoted to those ends.161 He wrote, 
“Indeed, both menstruation and pregnancy are useful for the propagation of men, but 
certainly not healthful for the child-bearer.”162 For Soranus, menstruation was 
unnecessary, except when pregnancy was the objective, because women’s bodies were 
capable of using the excesses their bodies retain through exercise.163 While Soranus 
acknowledged a wide range of differences between the experiences of menstruating 
women, he maintained the Hippocratic understanding of menstruation that associated it 
with excess and the potential for childbearing.164 Women who did not menstruate, while 
considered “sick” by Hippocratic standards, were fine according to Soranus. They were 
mannish and unable to bear children, but even in that state it was possible to be healthy 
and strong.165 For Soranus, pregnancy and childbearing—while culturally imperative and 
useful for humanity—were viewed as burdens on the female body. 
                                                
161 Soranus, Gyn., 1.32. 
162 Soranus, Gyn., 1.42. 
163 Soranus, Gyn., 1.22-23; 1.27-29; 3.7 and 3.9. Women who do not menstruate are too young, too old, 
“pregnant, or mannish or barren singers and athletes” (Soranus, Gyn., 3.7).  
164 Unfortunately, he does not explain how they are related. His focus is arguing against the 
healthfulness of menstruation. It is necessary for childbearing, but it is overall harmful especially for weak 
women. He writes, “And both against him and Herophilus one must say that in regard to health 
menstruation is harmful for all, although it affects delicate persons more, whereas its harmfulness is 
entirely hidden in those who possess a resistant body. Now we observe that the majority of those not 
menstruating are rather robust, like mannish and sterile women. And the fact that they do not menstruate 
any more does not affect the health of women past their prime, nay on the contrary, the drawing off of 
blood makes the majority more delicate. Besides, virgins not yet menstruating would necessarily be less 
healthy; if, on the other hand, they enjoy perfect health, menstruation, consequently, does not contribute to 
their health, but is useful for childbearing only; for conception does not take place without menstruation” 
(Soranus, Gyn., 1.29). The Hippocratic notions of the uterine affinity with the breasts and women’s lack of 
contributions to procreation also remain intact. See Soranus, Gyn., 1.12, 1.15. See also Flemming, Medicine 
and the Making of Roman Women, 236.  
165 Soranus, Gyn., 1.23; Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman Women, 235, 239. 
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 His conclusions about pregnancy bring Soranus to the question of perpetual 
virginity early in his work. Citing the arguments of those who prefer virginity, Soranus 
agreed saying, “For pregnancy and parturition exhaust the female body and make it waste 
greatly away, whereas virginity, safeguarding women from such injuries, may suitably be 
called healthful.”166 Soranus acknowledged the difficulties of pregnancy and the fact that 
it is, in some ways, dangerous for women. He argued that conception was not a cure all, 
and referred to the pregnant woman as “heavily burdened.” Since women could use all 
their excesses making menstruation unnecessary, Soranus set himself up to view the fetus 
as stealing nutrition from its mother like a parasite.167 Pregnancy, he argued, “bring[s] 
about atrophy, atony, and premature old age...” making it inherently unhealthy.168 The 
body wastes away as its nutrition is diminished, and the womb is overworked being 
forced to close tightly and open wide repeatedly.  
 As Soranus redefined the notion of health for women in antiquity, he called 
pregnancy into question without contradicting the male ideal and the Hippocratic system 
of pregnancy that saw women’s bodies as hollow vessels useful for childbearing. Hanson 
explains, “The Hippocratic mechanics for conception are retained, because the newer 
physiology is no better informed about fertilization of an ovum by a sperm and 
subsequent nidation.”169 Soranus’ generally negative perspective on pregnancy, however, 
                                                
166 Soranus, Gyn., 1.30-32, 1.38, 1.57, 2.11. Even for men, permanent virginity could be healthful 
because expelling seed was harmful to the body and draining. See Paul Robertson, “De-Spiritualizing 
Pneuma: Modernity, Religion, and Anachronism in the Study of Paul,” MTSR 26 (2014): 365-383. 
167 Soranus, Gyn., 1.42. 
168 Soranus, Gyn., 1.42. 
169 Hanson, “Restructuring,” 263. 
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allowed him to address the care of pregnant women, whereas medical philosophers who 
viewed pregnancy as synonymous with health found the condition beyond reproach.170  
But, at this point, Soranus was addressing medical philosophers/midwives or the 
paterfamilias under whose care the pregnant woman lived, and the care of the woman 
was focused on what would be best for the fetus.171 The woman, for example, had to 
engage in or refrain from engaging in certain activities in order that she protect the fetus 
growing inside her. She also had to refrain from eating too much because she will retain 
too much excess, and it will decompose within her and hurt the fetus.172 These 
instructions are beholden to a cultural system that viewed women and their bodies as 
hollow spaces that collected excesses.  
Soranus does not discuss the opening and closure of the womb directly, but he 
understands the organ as performing those functions. There is something about the 
repeated performance of those functions in menstruation, conception, pregnancy, and 
parturition that depletes the resources of the body and causes it to waste away. According 
to Soranus, opening the womb for menstruation is unnecessary for health, but 
menstruation is necessary for pregnancy. Pregnancy is not healthy for the child-bearer, 
but it is beneficial for humanity at large. His argument is dependent on the open/closed 
dichotomy of the womb, but it requires minimal fluctuations between the two states. If 
                                                
170 Soranus, Gyn., 1.46-56. 
171 Similar to Galen, Soranus does not engage the women he treats himself. Their voices and concerns 
are absent, and his work comes in the form of instructions. See Soranus, Gyn., 1.53. See also Flemming, 
Medicine and the Making of the Roman Women, 238. 
172 Regarding activities see Soranus, Gyn., 1.47 also 1.46 to some extent. Regarding food see Soranus, 
Gyn., 1.49. 
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the womb is closed, the woman is protected from the burdens of childbearing; her bodily 
boundaries are intact and impassable like the body of a man. When the womb is open, it 
becomes a useful commodity benefiting humanity as a whole, but only at the expense of 
the female body within which it resides.  
 
Conclusion  
 The medical literature and evidence for ritual practice over the course of several 
centuries show extensive interest in pregnancy and feminine health. Getting pregnant was 
simply a matter of copulation, but there were methods to help women and their families 
take control of the invisible process of conception and pregnancy that relied on the ability 
of the womb and the body to open and close. With the help of ritual experts, women took 
action to affect their own bodies. The ritual actions associated with votives and amulets 
situated the event of pregnancy within a cultural matrix of institutions and performative 
gender. Votives gave shape and physicality to the womb, and amulets acted upon the 
womb and the female body that was conceptualized as either open or closed supporting 
the performance of its receptive, retentive, and expulsive tasks. Acknowledging the 
shapes and boundaries within women’s bodies, medical philosophers conceptualized the 
female body as hollow and fit it into a holistic system that blended anatomy, social roles, 
and cultural expectations.  
Hippocratic doctors asserted that pregnancy was the pinnacle of health for women 
because the hollow spaces within them were filled, and their bodily excesses were being 
consumed. Galen and Soranus, though they disagree about the healthfulness of pregnancy 
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and childbearing, understood women’s penetrable and excessive bodies as the imperfect 
receptacle necessary for human reproduction. Galen argued that pregnancy fulfilled 
nature’s intention, and because women’s bodies were designed with childbearing in 
mind, women should have children for the good of humanity. Soranus recognized that 
pregnancy put a strain on women’s bodies, and he defined pregnancy as useful rather 
than healthful. Yet, he also acknowledged the necessity of procreation and devoted an 
entire volume to instructing others in the optimal conditions for childbearing.  
Each votive, amulet, and philosophical perspective is evidence of a deep 
investment in the ability to procreate, and all rely on the notion that women are hollow 
vessels meant to be filled with male semen and a growing fetus. The idea that women are 
vessels is also prominent in apocalyptic literature, and it is even expressly stated in the 
apostle Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians. Applying similar perspectives on women 
and their bodies, Paul, John of Patmos, and the anonymous author of 4 Ezra use images 
and metaphors relating to childbirth to describe their expectations for the end of the 
world. Within the minds of writers of apocalyptic eschatology, the hollowness of the 
female body becomes a vehicle through which they can express their disappointment with 
the world as they know it and their fervent hope for redemption in the future.  
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Figure 1. Terracotta anatomical votive; womb. 
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Figure 2. Uterine Amulet with Fallopian Tubes, and Octopus-like Uterus. 
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Figure 3. Uterine Amulet with Three-Toothed Key. 
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Figure 4. Uterine Amulet with σοροορ Formula. 
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Figure 5. Okytokia with Inscription. 
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Figure 6. Childbirth Amulet. 
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Figure 7. Heracles and the Nemean Lion with Colic Letters. 
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Figure 8. Pregnancy Amulet with Heracles and Pregnant Omphale. 
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CHAPTER 2: PREGNANCY IN PAUL’S APOCALYPTIC DISCOURSE 
Introduction 
In the previous chapter, I noted that images of the womb in votive form or on 
amulets were intended to act on the female body in order that it might more readily 
perform pregnancy and childbirth—the main purpose medical philosophers attribute to 
women’s hollow bodies. Conversations concerning the reproductive female body, 
however, were not limited to the sphere of ritual practice and medical philosophy. 
Pregnancy was an integral part of life in the ancient world, and experiences of pregnancy 
and childbirth were not necessarily limited to women: ritual specialists, midwives, 
medical philosophers, and families were also involved. Even those within earshot of a 
woman in childbirth might vicariously experience her labor by listening to her cry out 
and imagining her pain. Writers of apocalyptic eschatology engaged this experience of 
childbirth in the context of the strange visions they describe and tried to imagine how the 
eschaton would come and what it would be like. These apocalyptic pregnancy and 
childbirth images take seriously the anxiety of pregnancy and the pain of childbirth 
alongside heavily gendered conceptualizations of the female body as a hollow vessel with 
minimal control of its boundaries.  
At the center of Paul’s apocalyptic rhetoric is his use of the pregnant body as an 
image that conveys his expectations of the second coming of Christ, bodily redemption, 
and the inauguration of a golden age under the reign of God. This image is foundational 
to his presentation of time’s end and his method of communicating the meaning of this 
end to his fledgling communities of followers. Paul’s most prominent concern is the 
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inauguration of the kingdom of God, and his theory of an imminent eschaton leads him to 
expect a reversal of the existing power structures of the Roman Empire.173 Building on 
examples found among Israel’s prophets, Paul eschews the political and cultural powers 
of first-century Asia Minor using a body-based rhetoric that relies heavily on—and 
functions as part of—the dominant understanding of gender, the female body, and its 
appropriate societal regulation. Paul narrates his images of women’s bodies within an 
apocalyptic framework, and he invites his readers to be disgusted by the pregnant body, 
which, for him is connected to the present, the status quo—or the world as it is under the 
corrupt and morally contemptuous power of Rome.174 Even as Paul deemphasizes and 
downplays the traditional Roman model of marriage and family life, pregnancy remains a 
central motif in the framework of his apocalyptic program.  
 Paul’s images of pregnancy and childbirth are not unique, rather they participate 
in larger cultural conversations about gender, power, and the future. Just as Paul uses 
feminine images to address his followers and direct their focus toward his eschatological 
hopes, images of women and children on imperial structures address those who approach 
or pass by, subtly instilling a sense of imperial concord, divine approval, and abundance. 
                                                
173 This reversal includes a full bodily redemption in which all followers will take on a new bodily 
form complete with the positive traits of masculinity. See Martin, Sex and the Single Savior, 77-90; Martin, 
The Corinthian Body; 230-32; Kari Vogt, “‘Becoming Male’: A Gnostic and Early Christian Metaphor,” in 
The Image of God: Gender Models in Judaeo-Christian Tradition, ed. Kari Elisabeth Børresen 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1995), 170-86; Lone Fatum, “Image of God and Glory of Man: Women in the 
Pauline Congregations,” in The Image of God: Gender Models in Judaeo-Christian Tradition, ed. Kari 
Elisabeth Børresen (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1995), 63-64; Lone Fatum, “Women, Symbolic Universe 
and Structures of Silence: Challenges and Possibilities in Androcentric Texts,” ST 43 (1989): 61-80. 
174 The metaphorical male body is a popular trope used most often in Greco-Roman politics to 
engender unity among various social stratifications, and this is similar to Paul’s use in 1 Corinthians 6:14b-
20, but the female body has a wholly different meaning.  
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Paul’s images of pregnancy and childbirth and imperial images of women and children 
confront similar topics even as they communicate different conclusions regarding who 
should be in power and how the future will look. Examining these images alongside one 
another invites a consideration of the way imperial iconography and writers of 
apocalyptic eschatology engaged in conversations about power and futurity through 
heavily gendered images of women’s bodies, pregnancy, and childbirth.175 
 In this chapter, I address the maternal imagery prominent in Paul’s apocalyptic 
discourse focusing on the way his references highlight the anxiety and pain of pregnancy 
and childbirth along with the degradation of the female body. In order to show that these 
images participate in discourses of power and legitimacy, I also address and analyze the 
maternal figure on the Tellus panel of the Ara Pacis. Comparing and contrasting these 
images showcases the differences and points of contention between conceptualizations of 
Roman futurity and Paul’s apocalyptic expectations. I outline Paul’s discussions of 
marriage, sex, and the female body in 1 Corinthians and argue that his primary concern in 
these matters is communal purity in light of the imminent eschaton. I address Paul’s 
images of the pregnant body in 1 Thessalonians and Romans, and argue that the pregnant 
body takes on a primarily negative meaning in Pauline rhetoric as the image relates to 
worldly concerns. As Paul’s negative images of pregnancy apply within his apocalyptic 
worldview, the promise of birth and a symbolic child remain a strong source of hope for 
the future.  
 
                                                
175 Nasrallah, Christian Responses, 8-9. 
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Paul and Affect Theory 
This chapter situates Paul’s rhetoric within the philosophical discourse that views 
women as the anatomical embodiment of imbalance and incontinence, interprets his 
arguments in light of contemporary affect theory, and demonstrates that Paul images of 
women and their bodies are meant to elicit disgust from his contemporaries.176 Disgust is 
a way of reading objects or people that involves an active repulsion or “pulling away” 
that works directly against the desire that caused interest in the object in the first place. 
As Sara Ahmed explains, “Disgust brings the body perilously close to an object only then 
to pull away from the object in the registering of the proximity as an offence.”177 Amy 
Kalmanofsky adds that there “is often an intrinsic relationship between disgust and 
shame,” and those emotions, in conjunction with fear, provoke horror.178 Applying these 
insights to ancient discourse, it is possible to argue that a woman’s body could engender 
disgust/shame and fear in so far as her excessive and permeable body threatened the self-
control that was characteristic of the idealized masculine body. Direct contact with the 
female body and its fluids elicited disgust and provoked fear of becoming feminine, 
                                                
176 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), 1. Ahmed 
explores throughout her book “how emotions work to shape the ‘surfaces’ of individual and collective 
bodies. Bodies take the shape of the very contact they have with objects and others.” Her work on disgust 
in chapter 4 has greatly influenced my thinking on this topic. See also on disgust, William Ian Miller, The 
Anatomy of Disgust; and on abjection, Kristeva, The Powers of Horror. 
177 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 84-86, 82; see also Kristeva, The Powers of Horror, 1, 4-
5, 53: “It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, 
order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules… the abject simultaneously beseeches and pulverizes 
the subject” (4-5).  
178 Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 76; Johanna Stiebert, The Construction of Shame in the Hebrew 
Bible: The Prophetic Contribution (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 17.  
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losing self-control, and giving in to unbecoming desire;179 the female body, therefore, 
served to define the boundaries of masculinity even as it provoked the ambivalent 
emotional responses of desire and horror.180 The pregnant body fits within this dynamic 
as an ambiguous and destabilizing object of desire, and also as a physical and temporal 
boundary between present and future. 
The future Paul looks forward to is not continuous with life as it is known. He 
takes a stand against continuing life and maintaining the status quo in light of a very 
imminent eschaton, and he applies a new set of expectations including purity and self-
control that significantly diminish the values of pregnancy and childbirth, and even 
women themselves. He is convinced that the current age is characterized by depravity, a 
depravity he, in some cases, links to women’s bodies: their innate tendency toward 
excess, their problematic lack of control, and their permeability.181 Preferring the end of 
the age over continuity in the present, Paul invests the pregnant body with a strikingly 
negative valence. The terms he uses to describe pregnancy, however, are not necessarily 
                                                
179 Kalmanofsky uses the terms direct and indirect horror. See Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 75-76; 
Kalmanofsky, Terror All Around, 15-41. 
180 The potential for slippage on the ancient gender spectrum (one-sex model) makes femininity all the 
more threatening to masculine bodies. Ahmed writes, “Abjection is bound up with the insecurity of the not; 
it seeks to secure ‘the not’ through the response of being disgusted… it suggests that what makes ‘the not’ 
insecure is the possibility that what is ‘not not’ (what is ‘me’ or ‘us’) can slide into ‘the not’, a slippage 
which would threaten the ontology of ‘being apart’ from others” (The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 86-87). 
Disgust in this sense is a fear of slipping into femininity. Yet, desire plays a crucial role here too. Ahmed 
explains, “Disgust involves a fascination with the event as image, in the desire to get closer to the image as 
if it were a salient object in the present... The disgust reaction creates an object, which we can describe as a 
border or fetish object, insofar as it admits to a prior contamination. The very ‘pulling away’ from the event 
is what allows it to acquire this fetish quality. At the same time, the generation of the object also creates the 
subject. By naming the event as disgusting, the subject ‘stands out’ in the ‘standing apart’ or ‘pulling away’ 
from the event” (The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 98). 
181 Some examples include Rom 1:18-32, 1 Thess 4:1-8, and 1 Cor 6:12-20. All of these examples will 
be discussed in the main text that follows. 
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negative; rather, it is the context in which he employs them that gives them a decidedly 
disturbing significance for the families who heard his missives and the children they bear. 
 
Vocabulary and Significance  
In Roman culture, successful childbirth was typically a joyful occasion, and so it 
is not surprising that Paul’s vocabulary for pregnancy and childbirth carries no intrinsic 
negativity; his counter-interpretation of what was most commonly perceived as a happy 
event depends on other linguistic and cultural cues.182 In Gal 1:15, Paul uses the term 
womb (κοιλία) to refer to himself in his mother’s womb before birth, but this term is 
general and non-specific. It can refer to any hollow space within the body, and in other 
contexts such as 1 Cor 6:13, it refers to the stomach.183 The medical philosophers 
differentiate between the womb and the stomach, but the two organs are intimately 
connected in women since excesses absorbed from food and drink were thought to move 
from the stomach to the uterus either for evacuation or to nurture a fetus. The stomach 
and the womb were therefore repositories of excess, and there is potential for 
incontinence relating to both. In this vein, Paul writes: 
‘All things are lawful for me,’ but not all things are beneficial. ‘All things are 
lawful for me,’ but I will not be dominated by anything. ‘Food is meant for the 
stomach (τῇ κοιλίᾳ) and the stomach (ἡ κοιλία) for food,’ and God will destroy 
both one and the other. The body is meant not for fornication (πορνεία) but for 
the Lord, and the Lord for the body (1 Cor 6:12-13). 
                                                
182 It is worthy of note that Paul’s work does not contain the terms κuέω and τίκτω, the more common 
terms for pregnancy and childbirth in medical texts and the LXX.  
183 LSJ (Intermediate), 439. Compare, Matt 19:12; Luke 1:15, 1:41, 1:44, 2:21, 23:29; John 3:4, Acts 
3:2, 14:8. Contrast: Matt 12:40, 15:17; Mark 7:19. 
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In this complicated passage, Paul responds to what are likely Corinthian slogans, “All 
things are lawful for me,” and “Food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food” 
by qualifying them and equating the implied appetite for food to unrestraint in the form 
of sexual misconduct.184 Romans 16:18 uses the term κοιλία as a force that one might 
serve in opposition to God, and Philippians 3:19 suggests that those who are ruled by the 
belly/stomach/womb (κοιλία) are destined for destruction. These people are slaves to 
their passions and serve desire as master instead of God. Like the medical philosophers, 
Paul associates the stomach and the womb but, unlike them, he places both in an 
apocalyptic context where their propensity for excess threatens the purity and self-
mastery of the community and hinders proper devotion to God. 
In 1 Thessalonians 5:3, Paul refers again to the stomach/belly/womb of pregnant 
women. He writes, “When they say, ‘There is peace and security,’ then sudden 
destruction will come upon them, as labor pain (ὠδὶν) comes upon a pregnant woman (τῇ 
ἐν γαστρὶ ἐχούσῃ), and there will be no escape!” The phrase he uses to describe the 
individual experiencing labor pains, “τῇ ἐν γαστρὶ ἐχούσῃ”, translates literally to “the one 
having in [gastêr].” The word γαστήρ generally means paunch or belly, but it can also 
                                                
184 Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, “Corinthian Slogans in 6:12-20,” CBQ 40 (1978): 391-96. See the 
updated version in Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, Keys to First Corinthians: Revisiting the Major Issues 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 20-31. Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 110; Wire writes about 1 Cor 
6:13 saying, “This may be a word play on Corinthian claims to have ethical authority in Christ. He 
concedes their authority to eat, then refuses elaborately to concede it in sexual relations, implying without 
giving evidence that they put the principle to such use” (“1 Corinthians,” 168). See also Martin, The 
Corinthian Body, 175.  
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express greed or gluttony.185 Linkage between a woman’s entire body and the womb—the  
anatomical part of her body identified with excess that makes pregnancy possible—was 
not uncommon in ancient medical philosophy.186 The belly referred to by the word 
γαστήρ can also be a womb, which fits Paul’s usage, but the association between women 
and excess should not be lost. Similar phrasing can found throughout the LXX, most 
notably in the Genesis stories of Abraham and Hagar, Isaac and Rebekah, and Judah and 
Tamar.187 In the LXX examples, there is no negative connotation to the phrase; in fact, 
conception would have been a happy occasion for Rebekah who thought she was barren.  
The words for childbirth are often paired with terms for pain. There are a variety 
of words in the Greek vocabulary for pain, but Paul uses two: λύπη/λυπέω and 
ὠδὶν/ὠδίνω.188 In 2 Cor 2:2 and 2:5, Paul’s use of λύπη/λυπέω is generalized, appearing 
                                                
185 See LSJ (Intermediate), 160. King makes a good point that the womb was not necessarily a thing 
separate and distinct from the belly in Greek thought (King, Hippocrates’ Woman, 23-27). The meaning of 
“to have in gastêr” as pregnant is common to medical and non-medical texts. 
186 This is also a common term in medical literature. In Abandoned to Lust, Knust outlines the ways 
women were described when they were viewed as the opposite of a good and moral woman. She writes, 
“She was described as the opposite of the female sōphrōn: she adorns herself with expensive, ostentatious 
clothing, perfumes and cosmetics; her passions are insatiable; she seeks unlawful intercourse with 
whomever she can, whenever she can; she is talkative or ugly or loud; she spreads rumors; she participates 
in reprehensible religious rituals; she, a freeborn woman, behaves like a prostitute, courtesan, actress, or 
musician” (38, 184 n. 136). See also Plutarch, Moralia: Advice to Bride and Groom, 141e, 142b-c, 145a-c 
regarding women’s vulnerability to excesses. Homer writes, “…there is nothing more shameless than one’s 
hateful belly, which bids a man perforce take thought of it, be he never so sadly distressed and laden with 
grief at heart, even as I too am laden with grief at heart, yet constantly does my belly bid me eat and drink, 
and makes me forget all that I have suffered, and commands that it be filled” (Homer, The Odyssey, 7.216-
221).  
187 See Gen 16:4, 5, 11 (Abraham and Hagar); 25:21, 23 (Isaac and Rebekah); 38:18, 24-25, and 27 
(Judah and Tamar). For the full entry for γαστήρ see Edwin Hatch, and Henry A. Redpath, A Concordance 
to the Septuagint and the Other Greek Versions of the Old Testament (including the Apocryphal books) 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1998), 234. 
188 Paul uses ὠδὶν/ὠδίνω in 1 Thess 5:3, Gal 4:19, and Rom 8:22; see also use by John of Patmos in 
Rev 12:2. Paul uses λύπη/λυπέω in 2 Cor 2:2 and 2:5; see also 1 Pet 2:19. Other words for pain in the New 
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without any kind of qualifier and set in opposition to εὐφραίνω (to cheer up) and 
χαίρω/χάρις (rejoice/joy).189 By contrast, ὠδὶν/ὠδίνω are reserved specifically for birth 
pangs and the throes of labor. In other biblical literature outside of Paul’s letters, the term 
ὠδὶν/ὠδίνω is reserved for a specific kind of pain connected or leading up to an 
expectation for the future.190 The noun “throes” might be a more appropriate English 
translation of ὠδὶν, as it indicates a violent and painful struggle preceding change. The 
association between pain and change makes ἡ ὠδὶν (throes) an appropriate term not only 
for childbirth but also for the apocalyptic event Paul envisions on the horizon.  
The LXX prophets often render ὠδὶν alongside τίκτω (meaning to beget or bring 
forth) when addressing the pangs of childbirth; Paul does the same in 1 Thess. 5:3, except 
he chooses the more anatomical terminology (τῇ ἐν γαστρὶ ἐχούσῃ) for pregnancy. 
Childbirth is a common prophetic motif in descriptions of imminent battle, and it is often 
applied as a particularly unflattering depiction of anthropomorphic cities and their 
warriors who were men. These cities and their men are portrayed as overcome by feelings 
of fear and inevitability in the face of a looming military invasion.191 Because men cannot 
                                                                                                                                            
Testament include ὀδύνη (1 Tim 6:10), πόνος (Rev 16:11), and βάσανος (Matt 4:24 and Rev 12:2). The 
term βάσανος in Rev 12:2 is qualified by the verb τίκτω meaning to bear children. 
189 John 16:20 uses λύπη qualified with the verb τίκτω meaning to give birth. In that case, it is clearly 
labor pain, but the way Paul uses λύπη (without qualification and in contrast to noun/verb forms of 
joy/rejoice) its meaning is more generalized.  
190 In some cases, ἡ ὠδὶν can be used in reference to the throes of death. See Acts 2:24. For similar use 
see LXX 2 Kings 22:6; Ps. 17:4; 114:3. Hatch and Redpath, A Concordance to the Septuagint, 1492 entries 
for ὠδίν/ὠδίνειν.   
191 See also Isa. 21:3-4, 23:4, 26:17-18, 42:14, 66:7-8; Mic. 4:9-10; Jer. 4:31, 6:24, 13:21, 22:23, 30:5-
6, 48:41, 49:22, 24, 50:43. LXX Isaiah 13:6-8, 21:3-4, 23:4, 26:17-18 66:7; Mic. 4:9-10; Jeremiah Jer. 4:31, 
6:24, 13:21, 22:23, 27:43 all use the terms ὠδὶν/ὠδίνω. See also the full entry for ὠδίν/ὠδίνειν, see Hatch 
and Redpath, A Concordance to the Septuagint, 1492. Many Hebrew Bible scholars have examined the 
feminine images in relation to birth pain. See Kalmanofskly, “Israel’s Baby,” 64; Katheryn Pfisterer Darr, 
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bear children, their throes are futile, and instead of birthing a child and continuing life, 
their throes end in utter destruction. Isaiah 13:6-8 employs this trope, for example, as the 
prophet envisions Babylon’s reaction to the Day of the Lord:  
 Wail, for the day of the LORD is near 
  and a destruction will come from God!  
 Therefore every hand will be weakened, 
  and every human soul will be afraid,  
  and the elders will be troubled, 
 and pangs (ὠδῖνες) will seize them, as of a woman in labor (ὡς γυναικὸς 
τικτούσης). 
 And they will bewail one to another and be amazed, 
  and they will change their face like a flame.192 
 
Babylon will become weak, they will be afraid, and they will writhe in pain but be 
destroyed. In Jeramiah 6:22-24 the prophet uses a similar image of a woman in labor to 
describe Israel’s reaction to God’s punishment for their refusal to obey:  
This is what the Lord says: 
 Behold, a people is coming from the north, 
  and nations will stir from the farthest part of the earth. 
 They will grasp bow and spear; 
  bold it is and will show no mercy; 
  its sound is like a roaring sea; 
 on horses and chariots it will draw up in battle order like a fire, 
  for battle against you, O daughter Sion!  
                                                                                                                                            
“Like Warrior, Like Woman,” CBQ 49 (1987): 560-571; Katheryn Pfisterer Darr, “Two Unifying Female 
Images in the Book of Isaiah,” in Uncovering Ancient Stones: Essays in Memory of H. Neil Richardson, ed. 
Lewish M. Hopfe (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1994), 17-30; Angela Bauer, “Dressed to be Killed: 
Jeremiah 4:29-31 as an Example for the Functions of Female Imagery in Jeremiah,” in Troubling Jeremiah, 
ed. A.R.P. Diamond, Kathleen M. O'Connor, and Louis Stulman (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1999), 293-305, and Gerlinde Baumann, Love and Violence: Marriage as Metaphor for the Relationship 
between YHWH and Israel in the Prophetic Books (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), 126-127. 
192 Isaiah 13:6-8 translation from Albert Pietersma, and Benjamin G. Wright, A New English 
Translation of the Septuagint: And the Other Greek Translations Traditionally Included Under That Title 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). For the Greek version, see Alfred Rahlfs, Septuaginta: id est, 
Vetus Testamentum graece iuxta LXX interpretes (Stuttgart: Privilegierte württembergische Bibelanstalt, 
1949).  
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 “We have heard news of them; 
  our hands fell helpless; 
 anguish took hold of us, 
  pains as of one giving birth (ὠδῖνες ὡς τικτούσης).”193  
 
In Jeremiah, Israel, not Babylon, is the once powerful nation being compared to a woman 
in distress—completely overcome by the pain of childbirth but incapable of bringing 
forth an infant.194 Fear of defeat and defeat itself is represented in these texts in terms of 
labor pains; entire nations and warriors suffering like women in labor, and it is meant to 
be insulting.195 Paul builds on this imagery in 1 Thess 5:3 using the symbol of 
uncontrolled and exclusively feminine suffering to express not only the imminent 
destruction of those in power, but ultimately their emasculation as well. 
The term ὠδὶν/ὠδίνω also appears in Romans 8:22-23 where Paul writes, “We 
know that the whole creation has been groaning (συστενάζει) in labor pains (συνωδίνει) 
until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the 
Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.” 196 The 
verb συνωδίνω appears in verse 22 without any qualification to express birth pangs, and 
a similar stand-alone use of the noun ὠδίν can be found in the Gospels.197 Paul uses the 
                                                
193 Jeremiah 6:22-24 translation from NETS. For the Greek version see Rahlfs, Septuaginta. 
194 Kalmanofsky discusses the Hebrew Bible image and notes that, “The pain and agony of childbirth 
should lead to the joy of a child's birth. To experience the pain alone, without the joy, highlights the bitter 
futility of the situation” (“Israel’s Baby,” 67). 
195 Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 74. 
196 The NRSV does not preserve the verbal force of συνὠδίνω. My translation of Rom 8:22 is as 
follows: For we know that the entirety of creation is groaning together and suffering together the throes of 
labor until now… 
197 Mark 13:8 and Matt 24:8. 
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verbal form ὠδίνω with the prefix συν- to indicate that the creation as a whole 
experiences throes of labor together. He also uses συστενάζω (συν-στενάζω, to groan), 
expanding the birth image to include aural effects along with writhing in the throes of 
labor.198 These words for pregnancy and childbearing are not necessarily negative terms; 
they are ambivalent. They have polyvalent meanings that range from descriptions of 
happy or miraculous events of women giving birth to insults lobbed against defeated 
warriors or doomed nations. Within the apocalyptic context of his letters, these words and 
the images they evoke are vehicles for Paul’s eschatological expectations that anticipate 
an end to life as it is known and a completely new beginning.  
 
Pregnancy and Childbirth in Imperial Roman Iconography 
The status quo Paul hopes to interrupt and end refers, in general, to everyday life 
under Roman governance. In the Roman iconography designed to support this 
governance, images of maternity, women, and children are serene, communicating 
security in terms of dynastic rule for generations to come. The Ara Pacis Augustae (or the 
Altar of Augustan Peace) is an example of images of family, maternity, and childbearing 
that imply divine approval of the imperial system.199 Paul need not have seen this altar 
and its images to grasp its visual rhetoric supporting dynastic succession as an element of 
the imperial system. The procession of priests and family members on panels surrounding 
                                                
198 Compare LXX Jer 4:31. 
199 See Kathleen Lamp, “The Ara Pacis Augustae: Visual Rhetoric in Augustus’ Principate,” Rhetoric 
Society Quarterly 39, no. 1 (2009): 1-24. Lamp argues, that this monument was an effort to produce public 
support for Augustus’s dynastic succession. 
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the structure show imperial piety and the support of the gods over an ever-increasing 
dynastic family.200 The building of the structure itself was an act of piety commissioned 
by the Senate after Augustus’ conquests in Gaul and Spain, and it was meant to serve as 
an altar for a yearly imperial sacrifice.201 Women and children are artistically rendered in 
simple dress among the crowds of people in the sacrificial procession. The unadorned 
women are displayed as exemplary in their modesty and continence. The children, as 
Zanker notes,  
“occupy the foreground, the promise of the future, clinging to their parents. The 
seemingly casual arrangement of figures actually conceals a significant ordering. 
Children and parents belonging to the imperial family, as far as we can identify 
them, are disposed according to their proximity to the throne.”202  
 
In this monument, the futurity of the imperial family was emphasized. For the Roman 
aristocracy, the uninterrupted continuation of the Augustan dynasty ensured the future of 
the Roman empire.203 
The seated female figure on the Eastern wall panel (the “Tellus” panel) offers a 
striking example of maternal imagery complete with plump and happy babies. Within the 
context of the monument as a whole, this image of fertility and abundance communicates 
                                                
200 Paul, Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan 
Press, 1988), 122. 
201 Zanker, The Power of Images, 120-21. 
202 Zanker, The Power of Images, 123. 
203 Images of the Ara Pacis were widespread on Roman coinage and in literature. See J.A.D Weima, 
“‘Peace and Security’ (1 Thess 5.3): Prophetic Warning or Political Propaganda?” NTS 58, no. 3 (2012): 
345, 337 n. 20; British Museum, Harold Mattingly, R. A. G. Carson, and Philip V. Hill, Coins of the Roman 
Empire in the British Museum (London: British Museum Publications, 1975), 360, 363-64; Harold 
Mattingly, Edward Allen Sydenham, C. H. V. Sutherland, and R. A. G. Carson, The Roman Imperial 
Coinage (London: Spink, 1923), I2 531, 139, 143. See also Michael Grant, Roman History from Coins; 
Some Uses of the Imperial Coinage to the Historian (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 34. 
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divine approval of Roman imperial rule. The Tellus panel (Figure 9) depicts a woman, 
likely a goddess, sitting, veiled, and in profile in the midst of a pastoral scene with two 
infants of the same age sitting with her: one on her lap playfully offering her fruit and the 
other up against her right-side tugging at the material covering her breast in a possible 
reference to nursing. The identity of these children is not clear, however the twins seem 
to be acting out cult practice making offerings and receiving blessings of nourishment 
and care. The children could represent the imperial family (miniaturized in deference to 
the divine), who built the monument on which this panel was displayed for the purpose of 
carrying out yearly cult practice. The maternal image on the Tellus panel demonstrates an 
intimate and devoted familial relationship between the imperial family and the divine 
powers that support their rule.  
This female figure is not pregnant, but the children with her allude to her 
fecundity and successful childbearing as positive features supporting the imperial system 
and nation as a whole. The happy babies emphasize serenity and peace in a way that 
bloody images of childbirth do not. The children (their birth and proper rearing) are part 
of the contribution that the woman makes toward the wellbeing of the imperial system. A 
pile of fruit rests in her lap just over her genitals, which occupy the centermost point of 
the frame. The implication is, rather obviously, that the goddess bears fruit, and she does 
so with dignity and decorum. The children, livestock, fruits, vegetables, and grains are all 
the results of her divine fecundity, which provides for the nation. She represents fertility 
in every sense—fertile land and fertile people poised for growth and success. Her identity 
is questionable, and scholars have proposed a range of options including Venus, Ceres, 
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Italia, Tellus, and Pax, but whatever her identity, here, she is associated primarily with 
fecundity, and that fecundity is ensured through the piety of the imperial family which 
benefits the Roman people as a whole.204 
In addition to the Ara Pacis, other imperial monuments in Rome honor also 
women as mothers. More specifically, they celebrate the civic contribution of mothers 
whose sons who grew up to be powerful leaders. The Augustan porticoe of Octavia, 
remodeled by Octavia herself and her son Marcellus before his death, included an image 
of Cornelia, mother of Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus (the Gracchi).205 The image of 
Cornelia may have replaced a different goddess, and Margaret L. Woodhull explains, 
“...the substitution of Cornelia’s image reinforces the idea that the Augustan renovation 
of the complex was especially motivated to emphasize a particular ideal of Roman 
motherhood concerned with a mother’s cultivation of her citizen sons.”206 Similarly, 
though from a later period, Julia Domna wife of the Emperor Severus (193-211 CE) was 
commemorated in the center of a coin flanked by the profiles of her two sons. She took 
on many imperial mother titles including but not limited to, Mater castrorum/Mother of 
the Military Camps, Mater senatus/Mother of the Senate, and Mater Augustorum/Mother 
                                                
204 Zanker, The Power of Images, 174-75. 
205 The image of Cornelia may have replaced a different goddess. See Pliny, NH, 34.31; Margaret L. 
Woodhull, “Imperial Mothers and Monuments in Rome,” in Mothering and Motherhood in Ancient Greece 
and Rome, ed. Petersen, Lauren Hackworth, and Patricia B. Salzman-Mitchell (Austin, TX: University of 
Texas Press, 2012), 229-230; Elaine Fantham, Women in the Classical World: Image and Text (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), 265. See also E. A. Hemelrijk, “Octavian and the Introduction of Public 
Statues for Women in Rome,” Athenaeum: Studi Periodici di Letteratura e Storia dell’ Antichità 93 (2005): 
312-13; B. Ruck, “Das Denkmal der Cornelia in Rom,” Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen 
Instituts, Römische Abteilung 111 (2004): 477-94. See also Parkin, Demography and Roman Society, 114, 
189 n. 102; Martial, Epigrams, 10.63.  
206 Woodhull, “Imperial Mothers and Monuments in Rome,” 229. 
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of the Emperors.207 In this context, maternity is valued as an appropriate way for imperial 
women to contribute to the wellbeing of the state, and pregnancy is only vaguely implied.  
The Tellus panel and other monuments honoring the mothers of emperors are 
mutually reinforcing elements of an imperial ideology that values women for their 
reproductive potential and considers successful childbirth and fecundity evidence of 
divine favor. The Ara Pacis highlights a relationship of mutual devotion between the 
imperial family and the divine that ensures continuity between the present and the future 
of the Roman aristocracy and the Roman people. While Paul never saw the Ara Pacis, he 
did take seriously the notion that the reproductive body was a fundamental point of 
connection between the present and future and between humanity and the divine. In his 
apocalyptic discourse, he narrates images of pregnancy and childbirth to demonstrate the 
degradation of humanity and the earth, express the need for change, and highlight God’s 
infinite power to overcome and enact salvation. 
 
Pregnancy and Childbirth in Paul’s Apocalyptic Discourses  
 1 Thessalonians, 1 Corinthians, and Romans, all written by Paul during his 
Aegean mission, span a time period of about ten years from 49-59 CE.208 Respectively, 
                                                
207 See Lauren Petersen and Patricia Salzman-Mitchell, “The Public and Private Faces of Mothering 
and Motherhood in Classical Antiquity,” in Mothering and Motherhood in Ancient Greece and Rome, ed. 
Lauren Hackworth Petersen, and Patricia B. Salzman-Mitchell (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 
2012), 17-18; Natalie Kampen, Family Fictions in Roman Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 82-103; Barbara Levick, Julia Domna, Syrian Empress (London: Routledge, 2007), 93. See also 
Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Mother (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988), 72-79; 
Genevieve Liveley, “Mater Amoris: Mothers and Lovers in Augustan Rome,” in Mothering and 
Motherhood in Ancient Greece and Rome, ed. Lauren Hackworth Petersen, and Patricia B. Salzman-
Mitchell (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2012), 199-200; Diana Kleiner, “Semblance and 
Storytelling in Augustan Rome,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Age of Augustus, ed. Karl Galinsky 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 198. 
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they are chronologically representative of (as nearly as possible within the evidence 
available) the beginning, middle, and end of what eventually became the Pauline corpus. 
In his first and last letters, Paul employs pregnancy as a metaphor to explain his 
expectations for the eschaton, relating this expectation tangentially to a larger cultural 
discourse surrounding gender, pregnancy, and childbearing.209 The fact that Paul chooses 
to explain his apocalyptic program within the framework of pregnancy and birth shows 
how important women’s bodies—and bodies in general—were rhetorically.210 There is 
significant tension, however, between Paul’s preference for celibacy among his followers 
and his decision to use a metaphorical pregnant body to describe his expectations for the 
future.  
As I observed in the previous chapter, ancient medical philosophers claimed that 
the female body was cool in temperature and soft or spongy, meaning that it could take in 
more nutrition from food and drink than was necessary to keep a woman alive. Women’s 
bodies were believed to require regular menstruation in order to deplete the excesses 
                                                                                                                                            
208 Each of Paul’s undisputed letters is unique, but most seek on a basic level to maintain contact with 
Jesus-following Gentile communities across Asia Minor, particularly those with whom he personally 
shared the news of Christ. Romans is an exception; there, Paul introduces himself to an established 
community or communities he plans to meet before launching a new mission in Spain. For more on 
Romans’ epistolary form and the history of that scholarship see Robert Jewett, Roy David Kotansky, and 
Eldon Jay Epp, Romans: A Commentary (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 42-46. 
209 Writers of apocalyptic eschatolgoy differ considerably from later authors in their opinions on 
pregnancy and childbearing. Compare and contrast for example, Paul’s instructions in 1 Corinthians 7:8 
and those found in 1 Timothy 5:14. For further reading about ancient authors valorizing and discursively 
connecting pregnancy to salvation see Anna Rebecca Solevag, Brithing Salvation; and for a recent study of 
children in household codes see Margaret MacDonald, The Power of Children.  
210 See Brown, Body and Society, 153; Dale Martin, Corinthian Body, 29-55, esp. 38-41 regarding the 
body politic, and 41-47 regarding the state as a household. Ancient examples include Artemidorus’ Dream 
Handbook where different parts of the body correspond to people of varying degrees of social status in the 
life of the dreamer and the fable recounted by Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, 6.86.  
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stored within their flesh; comparably warm, firm, and invulnerable men’s bodies 
experienced no such excess. In a cultural framework where excess was regarded as a 
serious vice, one that throws the body out of balance and causes poor health or illness, 
menstruation was interpreted as both a liability and a sign of feminine weakness.211 In the 
Septuagint, the association of menstruation with weakness was compounded by a 
palpable disgust toward menstrual blood. The author of Ezra, for example, equated 
marriage with foreign women to intercourse with the “menstruous” people of the land, 
and the author of the Greek version of Esther compared Esther’s Persian crown to a 
“menstruous rag.”212 This attitude toward excess, menstruation, and women portrays 
women’s bodies as disgusting, a sense that extended to include women immediately after 
childbirth.213 In theory, such women were forbidden from various activities, including 
                                                
211 See Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 32-35. In Galatians 4:13-14 Paul explains that it was a weakness of 
the flesh (ἀσθένειαν τῆς σαρκὸς) that brought him to Galatia to stay, and he commends them for neither 
scorning (ἐξουθενήσατε) nor rejecting (ἐξεπτύσατε) him. Rejecting is a good translation, but it loses the 
onomatopoeic Greek of ἐκπτύω that can also mean to spit out in disgust as used in Aristophanes, Wasps, 
792. Paul expected the community members to react to his physical weaknesses with disgust and scorn, 
except they did not. Nevertheless, Paul lays out the expected and appropriate reaction to physical weakness 
and infirmity—disgust and rejection. Women’s bodies, then, can easily be viewed as disgusting since they 
were anatomically understood as weak and prone to dysfunction, and menstruation as a type of physical 
infirmity justified that evaluation. Ahmed writes in The Cultural Politics of Emotion, “Disgust reads the 
objects that are felt to be disgusting: it is not just about bad objects that we are afraid to incorporate, but the 
very designation of ‘badness’ as a quality we assume is inherent in those objects” (82-3). See also 
Kalmanofsky’s discussion of horror as a combination of fear and disgust/shame, “Israel’s Baby,” 76; 
Stephen Pattison, Shame: Theory, Therapy, Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 87-
89; Carroll, Philosophy of Horror, 22.  
212 Ezra 9:2, 11-12; Additions to the Book of Esther 14:15-16; Harold C. Washington, “Israel’s Holy 
Seed and the Foreign Women of Ezra-Nehemiah: A Kristevan Reading,” BibInt 11 (2003): 427-37; Adele 
Reinhartz, “The Greek Book of Esther,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom and Sharon 
H. Ringe, expanded edition (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 2012), 396-403.  
213 See Lev 12; Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 81-85; Philip, Menstruation and Childbirth in the Bible, 
111-25; Swancutt, “The Disease of Effemination.” See also Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), 90-100. Ahmed’s discussion “On Stickiness” describes the 
process by which things can be made disgusting by association with other things that are considered 
disgusting and the active and performative process of generating disgust through naming.  
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participation in cult activity, for fear that they may pollute temple items or spaces with 
their bodily discharges.214 Pregnancy, which according to the medical literature required 
ample menstrual fluid to nourish a growing fetus, was prima facie evidence of bodily 
excess and the disturbing permeability of women’s bodies.215  
Like the medical philosophers, Paul presents a very negative view of femininity 
and the female body, yet he departs from medical literature when he applies that negative 
view to the pregnant body as an apocalyptic image. He emphasizes the pain of childbirth, 
but he never loses sight of the symbolic child as a redemptive benefit.216 For most ancient 
medical philosophers pregnancy was the epitome of feminine health, but for Paul the 
pregnant body was sick with impurity and excess; it was stuck in an endless and 
meaningless cycle of birth, sin, and death. 
                                                
214 See Lev 15:19-24, 31. See also Shaye Cohen, “Menstruants and the Sacred in Judaism and 
Christianity,” in Women’s History and Ancient History, ed. Sarah B. Pomeroy (Chapel Hill, NC: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 274-76. While Cohen excludes Lev 18:19 and 20:18 from the 
realm of ritual purity and places them into the category of forbidden sexual unions, Fonrobert explains that 
in later Jewish literature “rabbis employ the language of impurity as an expression describing the woman’s 
condition in which she is prohibited from having sexual relations… What this means is that, after all, 
Mishnah Tractate Niddah is not merely about ritual purity and impurity with respect to the Temple and the 
items related to it… Rather, the tractate also develops indexes as to how menstruation as such can be 
recognized and thus rule out sexual relations with the husband. It is this merging of two conceptual 
frameworks into each other, the linguistic obfuscation, which makes Tractate Niddah one of the most 
difficult tractates in the Talmud” (Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity, 27-28). While I have found no evidence 
that women were prohibited from Greco-Roman temple precincts while menstruating, it is clear that 
menstrual fluid was considered particularly dangerous, see Pliny the Elder, NH, 7.64-66, 28.77-86; and 
Plutarch, Moralia: Table Talk VII, 700E-5.  
215 See Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 78; Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, 
trans. L. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 4. 
216 Paul’s use of the metaphor of the pregnant body works closely in conjunction with the generalized 
negativity surrounding female bodies found in contemporaneous cultural discourses. For examples from the 
Hebrew Bible that highlight the pain of childbirth see Amy Kalmanofsky, “Israel's Baby: The Horror of 
Childbirth in the Biblical Prophets,” BibInt 16, no. 1 (2008): 60-82; and Amy Kalmanofsky, Terror All 
Around: Horror, Monsters, and Theology in the Book of Jeremiah (New York: T&T Clark International, 
2008), 9-41. 
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Sex is Not Just for Procreation: 1 Corinthians 7 and 11 
Paul chooses to avoid the subject of maternity. His use of the pregnancy motif in 
1 Thessalonians and Romans applies specifically to his apocalyptic rhetoric, and while it 
can also be seen in reference to his missionary work, he uses images of childbirth 
exclusively to communicate apocalyptic expectations to his followers.217 It would not be 
surprising to encounter some discourse on childbearing in Paul’s more practical 
discussions of marriage in 1 Cor 7, yet conception and pregnancy are absent from his 
discussion. In fact, Paul discourages his followers from actively pursuing procreative 
relationships. Marriage, pregnancy, and children, he argues, are investments in the 
present state of the world, but the eschaton offers new and better hope for the future 
under the reign of God. In 1 Cor 7, Paul writes specifically about marriage—a well-
established institution—which, in a Roman context, was connected to childbearing. 
Susan Treggiari writes, “The Romans saw marriage as a matter of human practice, 
varying in different cultures, but in Roman law accompanied by precise legal results. Its 
purpose was clear and pragmatic: the production (and consequent rearing) of legitimate 
children.”218 The purpose of marriage for Paul was quite different; he was more 
concerned with self-control and the proper maintenance of purity within his communities 
                                                
217 Paul also applies it to his own missionary work to significantly different ends. See Beverly Roberts 
Gaventa, Our Mother Saint Paul (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007), 3-50; Gal. 4:18-
19, 1 Cor. 3:1-3a.  
218 Treggairi, Roman Marriage, 11-13. 
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until the eschaton arrived, which he believed would be quite soon.219 Working against 
such definitions of marriage, Paul reframes these unions as a method of self-control, 
showing little if any regard for the potential pregnancies and children that may result of 
the union.  
Paul does approve of marriage, and he even suggests that those who are married 
should have regular sexual intercourse with their spouses. He writes in 1 Cor 7:2-5,  
But because of cases of sexual immorality (πορνεία), each man should have his 
own wife and each woman her own husband. The husband should give to his wife 
her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. For the wife does not 
have authority over her own body, but the husband does; likewise the husband 
does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. Do not deprive one 
another except perhaps by agreement for a set time, to devote yourselves to 
prayer, and then come together again, so that Satan may not tempt you because of 
your lack of self-control (ἀκρασία).220  
 
In this passage, Paul is using marriage to prevent porneia or sexual immorality, which he 
explains follows directly from a lack of self-control that can be exploited by malevolent 
forces.221 Marriage creates an appropriate outlet for sex, and by giving their “debt” 
                                                
219 The meaning of purity is difficult to pin down. See Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 8-9; Brown, Body 
and Society, 429; and Martin, The Corinthian Body, 174-179. Reading along with Knust and Martin, by 
purity I reference some kind of separations or boundaries between the church and the world of outside the 
church. A loss of sexual self-control led to the transgression of those boundaries and was ultimately 
evidence of a lack of faith, meaning that person was not a “true Christian.” See also Elizabeth Castelli, 
“Virginity and its Meaning for Women’s Sexuality in Early Christianity,” in A Feminist Companion to 
Patristic Literature, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins (London: T&T Clark, 2008), 72-100. 
220 1 Cor. 7:2 διὰ δὲ τὰς πορνείας ἕκαστος τὴν ἑαυτοῦ γυναῖκα ἐχέτω καὶ ἑκάστη τὸν ἴδιον 
ἄνδρα ἐχέτω. 3 τῇ γυναικὶ ὁ ἀνὴρ τὴν ὀφειλὴν ἀποδιδότω, ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ ἡ γυνὴ τῷ ἀνδρί. 4 ἡ 
γυνὴ τοῦ ἰδίου σώματος οὐκ ἐξουσιάζει ἀλλὰ ὁ ἀνήρ, ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ ὁ ἀνὴρ τοῦ ἰδίου σώματος 
οὐκ ἐξουσιάζει ἀλλὰ ἡ γυνή. 5 μὴ ἀποστερεῖτε ἀλλήλους, εἰ μήτι ἂν ἐκ συμφώνου πρὸς καιρόν, ἵνα 
σχολάσητε τῇ προσευχῇ καὶ πάλιν ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτὸ ἦτε, ἵνα μὴ πειράζῃ ὑμᾶς ὁ σατανᾶς διὰ τὴν 
ἀκρασίαν ὑμῶν. See Eberhard Nestle, Erwin Nestle, Barbara Aland, and Kurt Aland, Novum 
Testamentum Graece, 27th rev. ed. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1999). 
221 The term porneia is a difficult one to translate, and may best be left un-translated to encompass the 
full range of ancient sexual misconduct. For recent discussions on the meaning of porneia see Jennifer 
Glancy, “The Sexual Use of Slaves: A Response to Kyle Harper on Jewish and Christian Porneia,” JBL 
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(ὀφειλή) to one another couples fortify themselves against porneia and are able to 
practice self-mastery.222 Self-mastery was, in short, moderation also known as 
sophrosune (σωφροσύνη); its opposite being extravagance and/or luxuriousness.223 Paul 
continues in 1 Cor 7:8-9 writing, “To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is well 
for them to remain unmarried as I am. But if they are not practicing self-control 
(ἐγκρατεύομαι), they should marry. For it is better to marry than to be aflame with 
passion [lit. to burn].”224 Marriage, then, is one way to practice self-control and to 
moderate passions and desire. This confirms that Paul is in full agreement with the 
                                                                                                                                            
134, no. 1 (2015): 215-229; Kyle Harper, “Porneia: The Making of a Christian Sexual Norm,” JBL 131, no. 
2 (2012): 363–83 and Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 79-81. Knust addresses 1 Corinthians 7 specifically, but 
she argues throughout her book that sexualized slander and particularly accusations of porneia levied 
against “others” should be viewed as a rhetorical and discursive power plays that rely on a wide variety of 
cultural contexts and ultimately participates in the establishment of early Christian identity. For further 
discussions of porneia in 1 Corinthians see Joseph A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 233, 255, 279; Will 
Deming, Paul on Marriage and Celibacy: The Hellenistic Background of 1 Corinthians 7 (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 13; Kathy L. Gaca, The Making of Fornication: Eros, Ethics, and Political Reform 
in Greek Philosophy and Early Christianity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); Carolyn 
Osiek, “Female Slaves, Porneia, and the Limits of Obedience,” in Early Christian Families in Context: An 
Interdisciplinary Dialogue, ed. David L. Balch and Carolyn Osiek (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 
255-274; Jennifer A. Glancy, “Obstacles to Slaves' Participation in the Corinthian Church,” JBL 117, no. 3 
(1998): 481-501, esp. 491, 493; and Martin, The Corinthian Body, 169. 
222 See Elliot N. Dorff, and Jonathan K. Crane, The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Ethics and Morality 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 387. See also Gal. 5:19-24; Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel: 
Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 143-146. 
223 Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 9; See Romans 1:18-32; and 1 Thess. 4:5. Knust writes, “The Stoic 
philosopher Musonius Rufus stated it this way: ‘Gluttony, drunkenness, and other related vices, which are 
vices of excess and bring disgrace on those who cherish them, show that moderation is necessary for every 
person, male or female, for the only way to escape licentiousness is moderation; there is no other’ (Muson. 
4.20)… extravagance frequently included overindulgence in sexual pleasure, especially with prostitutes or 
courtesans” (Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 41). 
224 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 212-213; Rousselle, Porneia, 21, 123, 135. See also PGM IV. 1505, 
1530; PGM VII. 467-477; PGM VII. 593-619; PGM VII. 981-993.  
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quotation he cites in 1 Cor 7:1 saying, “It is well for a man not to touch a woman.”225 He 
prefers celibacy, but makes a concession for marriage. In so doing he creates a type of 
relationship hierarchy based on the level of self-control necessary for each situation. 
Celibacy requires the most self-control, so much so that he considers the ability to remain 
celibate a type of spiritual gift (χάρισμα).226 Marriage is appropriate for those who do not 
have the spiritual gifts required to maintain celibacy, and it provides boundaries within 
which those with imperfect self-control cannot be easily corrupted. The unmarried and 
widows who do not practice self-control are in the third and most vulnerable position, 
having neither the self-control to be celibate nor boundaries that guard against immoral 
behavior.227 Paul applies the ideals of moderation to sex only within the bonds of 
marriage, turning the institution formerly used for the production of heirs into a method 
of self-control. Paul’s writing shows little concern for pregnancy and the potential for 
childbearing that may result from the sexual relationships he recommends. For him, 
children are not the purpose of marriage. His main concerns are purity and self-control in 
                                                
225 Compare Rev. 14:4, “It is these who have not defiled themselves with women, for they are virgins; 
these follow the Lamb wherever he goes. They have been redeemed from humankind as first fruits for God 
and the Lamb.” This might also refer to a priestly Jewish apocalyptic position that suggests abstinence from 
sexual activity before contact with God or battle. See Ex. 19:15, 1 Sam. 21:5, and 2 Sam. 11:9-13. Paul is 
likely repeating this prose used by the Corinthians. See Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 108. John Coolidge 
Hurd, The Origin of I Corinthians (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1983), 68; Richard A. Horsley, 1 
Corinthians (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1998), 79. See also Elizabeth Castelli, “Paul on Women and 
Gender,” in Women & Christian Origins, ed. Ross Shepard Kraemer and Mary Rose D'Angelo (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 227-228.  
226 1 Cor 7:7. 
227 Plutarch colorfully illustrates the lack of self-control writing, “…the course of the incontinent man 
(ἀκρατής) zigzags here and there, as he strives to emerge from his passion (πάθος) and to stave it off and 
is yet swept down and shipwrecked on the reef of shameful conduct.” See Plutarch, Moralia: On Moral 
Virtue, 446b. 
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light of the impending eschaton, and those concerns as they relate to children are 
addressed very briefly in 1 Cor 7:12-14. 
While Paul saw no need to marry for the explicit purpose of childbearing, he does 
address the purity and status of children conceived between believing and unbelieving 
spouses. Paul’s concern is two-fold: first, there is the problem of continued sexual contact 
with impure unbelievers when one spouse becomes a follower of Christ, and second, 
there is a question about whether or not the children from that union are holy.228 He 
acknowledges that marriage is procreative, but emphasizes that sex, marriage, and 
procreation are wholly unnecessary given the nearness of the eschaton. Paul addresses 
the concerns about unbelieving spouses and children by emphasizing the power of 
Christ’s purity over the depravity of the world and extending it from the believer to their 
entire family unit, making the spouse and any legitimate children holy too.229 Paul writes 
in 1 Cor 7:12b-14,  
                                                
228 Paul seems to be referring to children that already exist in these scenarios. In this period, children 
are not typically acknowledged socially until they are born, deemed healthy enough to be reared (typically 
by a midwife), and accepted by their father. See Veronique Dasen, “Roman Birth Rites of Passage 
Revisited,” JRA 138, no. 1 (2009): 200-202. 
229 Paul’s statement works to assuage the disgust of having had such an intimate relationship with 
someone outside the body of Christ, and Paul assures his community that sex within legitimate marriage 
(even with an unbeliever) does not constitute porneia. For translational difficulties in this passage see 
Margaret Y. Macdonald and Leif E. Vaage, “Unclean but Holy Children: Paul's Everyday Quandary in 1 
Corinthians 7:14c,” CBQ 73, no. 3 (2011): 526-546; and Cornelia B. Horn, and John W. Martens, “Let the 
Little Children Come to Me”: Childhood and Children in Early Christianity (Washington, DC: Catholic 
University of America Press, 2009), 105. See also Margaret Y. MacDonald, The Power of Children: The 
Construction of Christian Families in the Greco-Roman World (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2014), 
20, 24-25; Beverly Roberts Gaventa, “Finding A Place for Children,” in The Child in the Bible, ed. Marcia 
J. Bunge, Terence E. Fretheim, and Beverly Roberts Gaventa (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 
2008), 233-249; Martin, The Corinthian Body, 218. Martin explains, “Paul extends the boundaries of purity 
to include even the unbeliever partner and the children in a marriage. Whereas we often think about 
contamination as resulting from proximity, Paul here allows that the opposite of contamination, cleansing, 
may also work by proximity. He insists that the purity of Christ holds such power that it may, in certain 
situations, purify even nonbelievers.”  
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…if any believer has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with 
him, he should not divorce her. And if any woman has a husband who is an 
unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce him. For the 
unbelieving husband is made holy through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is 
made holy through her husband. Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but 
as it is, they are holy. 
 
He concedes to continued sexual intercourse within married couples even if one partner is 
an unbeliever, and he concludes that the children of such a union are holy. Paul’s 
writings, here and in the previous passages, share an immediate concern for the present 
time with very little consideration given to the futurity of the community of Christ-
followers beyond the expected eschaton. Paul approaches mixed couples and their 
existing children with concern for the purity and holiness of each family member, and in 
the same way, he addresses married relationships only in terms of their purpose of 
preventing porneia and maintaining purity. The emphasis on sex only when necessary for 
the sake of purity and a lack of attention to the pregnancies that could result suggest that 
Paul is not worried about childbearing and the cultivation of his teaching through family 
structures or whether his teachings will be passed down to the next generation.230 
Moreover, this is not a concern he communicates to his followers. The nearness of 
Christ’s return requires a new set of priorities including self-control, purity, and devotion 
to God—all focused squarely on the expectation that the world as it is known is coming 
to an end.  
                                                
230 Pregnancy and childbearing become issues later on as the eschaton is clearly delayed. See Solvag, 
Birthing Salvation, 132-135, and 1 Tim. 2:15.  
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 Paul’s apocalyptic concerns encroach on his discussion of marriage in such a way 
that it mitigates the necessity of the institution; marriage does not matter in light of the 
eschaton. Paul writes in 1 Cor 7:25-29,  
Now concerning virgins […] I think that, in view of the impending crisis, it is 
well for you to remain as you are. Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be 
free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife. But if you marry, you do not 
sin, and if a virgin marries, she does not sin. Yet those who marry will experience 
distress in this life, and I would spare you that. I mean, brothers and sisters 
(ἀδελφοί), the appointed time has grown short; from now on, let even those who 
have wives be as though they had none. 
 
He encourages his followers not to be concerned about their marital status, and he 
encourages celibacy as is possible because even marriage, while providing an appropriate 
sexual outlet and the prevention of porneia, is not without difficulties. Paul seems to 
expect God to make such drastic changes to the current state of the world that marriage 
and the production of heirs will become a moot point, and he does a considerable amount 
of work to convince his male followers that marriage is only important in so much as it 
maintains bodily purity.  
In 1 Corinthians 7:32-35, Paul writes explicitly that marriage is a distraction from 
proper devotion to God.231 Of men, on the one hand, Paul writes, “The unmarried man is 
anxious about the affairs of the Lord, how to please (ἀρέσκω) the Lord; but the married 
                                                
231 This eschatological focus is carried over from the previous line of thought in 7:25-31 where Paul 
again concedes that marriage is allowed, but encourages his followers to “let even those who have wives be 
as though they had none.” Some scholars have associated this passage with Stoicism, but Conzelmann 
argues that Paul was not arguing for total detachment from the world, but rather “freedom in the midst of 
involvement”; see Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 10, 133, 133n23. See also Martin, The Corinthian Body, 
210; Margaret Y. MacDonald, “Virgins, widows and wives: the women of 1 Corinthians 7,” in A Feminist 
Companion to Paul, ed. Amy-Jill Levine, and Marianne Blickenstaff (London: T & T International, 2004), 
148-168; D. L. Balch, “1 Cor. 7.32-35 and Stoic Debates about Marriage, Anxiety, and Distractions,” JBL 
102, no. 3 (1983): 429-39. 
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man is anxious about the affairs of the world, how to please (ἀρέσκω) his wife, and his 
interests are divided” (1 Cor 7:32-34a). The married man is distracted by the needs of his 
wife (sexual and financial) making his marriage a representation of his commitment to 
the present world rather than the world to come. On the other hand, Paul continues, “the 
unmarried woman and the virgin are anxious about the affairs of the Lord, so that they 
may be holy in body and spirit; but the married woman is anxious about the affairs of the 
world, how to please (ἀρέσκω) her husband” (1 Cor 7:34b).232 Marriage distracts both 
partners from full devotion to God, though not equally.233 Devotion and purity had to be 
the primary concerns of Paul’s followers. Concerns about children and heirs are concerns 
for the continuation of the present world, but Paul redirects their hopes for the future 
toward the eschaton.  
1 Corinthians 11: Procreative Hierarchies  
In addition to the hierarchy of self-control and the relationships that correspond to 
each level, in 1 Corinthians 11 Paul institutes a marital hierarchy that conflicts with the 
seemingly equal partnership of 1 Cor 7:3-4.234 Within his discussion of veiling, Paul 
                                                
232 C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (London: A. & C. Black, 1971), 181. Barrett 
argues that the phrase “so that they may be holy in body and spirit” is a quote from a group of ascetic 
Corinthians.  
233 There is something (Paul doesn’t say what exactly) about women’s bodies specifically that requires 
them to work particularly hard in order to maintain holy bodies and spirits. Some scholars argue that Paul 
understands women’s bodies and spirits as inherently prone to un-holiness and impurity. See MacDonald, 
“Virgins, Widows, and Wives,” 150-151; Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 179-181; Antoinette 
Clark Wire, The Corinthian Women Prophets: A Reconstruction Through Paul's Rhetoric (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 1990), 92. 
234 The historical plausibility of this equality is questionable. See Castelli, “Paul on Women and 
Gender,” 221-235; and Elizabeth Castelli, “Interpretations of Power in 1 Corinthians,” Semeia 54 (1991): 
197-222.  
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outlines the marital hierarchy, sets up the notion of masculine superiority, and concludes 
with a discussion of the Genesis narrative that addresses pregnancy and childbearing in a 
way that excludes women. Focusing specifically on the reproductive scenario, Paul 
establishes a masculine ideal in 11:7-9 when he flips the reproductive scenario using the 
second Genesis narrative (2:18-25).235 He reminds women that they were not originally 
necessary for reproduction: “For a man ought not to have his head veiled, since he is the 
image and reflection of God; but woman is the reflection of man. Indeed, man was not 
made from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for the sake of 
woman, but woman for the sake of man.”236 This statement implies that because women 
were originally created from men that they have lower status than men, and, though Paul 
eventually acknowledges a woman’s role in the worldly system of procreation, their role 
is secondary to that of man.237 The Genesis situation where women come from men for 
the sake of men represents the primordial ideal for Paul and serves to justify the veiling 
and the marital hierarchy he prescribes. Though Paul acknowledges a woman’s 
procreative role in 1 Cor 11:11-12, this is part of an acknowledgement of the predicament 
of humanity outside Eden. Within this situation, pregnancy and a woman’s essential 
                                                
235 Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 81-82; Antoinette Wire, “1 Corinthians,” in Searching the Scriptures: A 
Feminist Commentary, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (London: S.C.M. Press, 1994), 177; Mary Rose 
D'Angelo, “Veils, Virgins, and the Tongues of Men and Angels: Women's Heads in Early Christianity,” in 
Off with Her Head!: The Denial of Women's Identity in Myth, Religion, and Culture, edited by Howard 
Eilberg-Schwartz, and Wendy Doniger (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 133-134. 
236 See Wire, Corinthian Women Prophets, 177. 
237 See 1 Tim 2:13-15 where this idea is more fully expressed. See also Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 82; 
and D’Angelo, “Veils, Virgins,” 135; and Mary R. D’Angelo, “The Garden Once and Not Again: 1 Cor 
11:11-12 as an Interpretation of Gen 1:26-27,” in Genesis 1-3 in the History of Exegesis: Intrigue in the 
Garden, ed. Gregory Robbins (New York: Edwin Mellen, 1988), 1-42. 
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involvement in procreation can both be viewed as negative embodiments of the flaws of 
the present time and state of the world.  
Paul’s reference to Genesis points out the degradation to which humanity has 
become subject after Eden, and pregnancy and birth are prominent features of that world. 
Paul’s choice of prepositions in 11:12 shows that the gender hierarchy applies within the 
act of procreation. He uses the term ἐκ (from) to refer to woman, who came from man, 
and all things, which come from God. Man, however, comes through (δία) woman. This 
notion reemphasizes women’s somatic purpose.238 In acknowledging a woman’s role in 
procreation, Paul implies that women contribute little to the process.239 Paul’s veiling 
argument draws to a close with a presentation of the deficiencies he sees in the present 
world in terms of women and their bodies. He casts pregnancy and birth from women as 
imperfections that followed humanity’s removal from God and Eden. His apocalyptic 
hope is not a return to Eden, but a wholly new situation in which pregnancy and 
childbearing will not be necessary. Paul’s discussion of the Genesis narrative portrays 
pregnancy in a relatively negative light, but he is not using it in this context to make a 
point about his apocalyptic expectations. This, he argues, is simply the way the world is 
and will be until God rectifies the situation. Paul is critical of pregnancy in 1 Corinthians 
                                                
238 Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity: Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of Biblical 
Gender (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000), 64-67; see esp. her references to Irigaray and 
Cixous. See also Julia Kristeva, and Arthur Goldhammer, “Stabat Mater,” Poetics Today 6, no. 1/2 (1985): 
133-52; and Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. Leon S. 
Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora and Alice Jardine (New York: Columbia University Press: 1980), 238. 
239 This is similar to Aristotle’s one-seed or single seed theory in which women contribute a material 
substance to procreation that pulls semen in, but only male semen contains the generative principle. See 
Laqueur, Making Sex, 29-31, 38-42, and esp. 44; Aristotle, GA, 1.716a5-7, 2.4.738-739.  
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in a way that sheds light on humanity’s distance from God, but in Paul’s apocalyptic 
program the negativity of the pregnant body is more clearly pronounced.  
 
1 Thessalonians: Women and their Bodies  
 1 Thessalonians discusses porneia, desire, and self-control in ways that are 
similar to 1 Corinthians, but the community of Christ-followers at Thessaloniki is also 
eschatologically concerned.240 Paul’s discussion of women, marriage, and sex in 1 Thess 
4 focuses primarily on purity maintenance, which creates some tension leading up to his 
apocalyptic reference to pregnancy and labor in chapter 5. He creates an artificial 
separation between the worldly issue of sex and apocalyptic pregnancy that requires 
further examination. In order to emphasize his apocalyptic hope for the future, Paul 
disconnects worldly sex from the resulting pregnancy by making purity the goal instead 
of procreation. Purity, then, leads to an apocalyptic birth that will result in change instead 
of continuity. Using procreative sex and childbearing as images that refer to a corrupt and 
failing world, Paul reframes them in such a way that evokes disgust and contempt.  
The issues of porneia and desire are addressed specifically to men at the 
beginning of chapter 4 (v. 1-8); Paul addresses his community, saying “brothers” 
(ἀδελφοί). Though many modern translators, seeking to further the cause of gender 
                                                
240 See 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:11. They are particularly concerned about the dead, and Paul interprets 
this concern to mean that the community is afraid the dead will not participate in the parousia. Richard 
Ascough discusses this situation in terms of voluntary associations and community building. See Richard S. 
Ascough, “A Question of Death: Paul's Community-Building Language in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18,” JBL 
123, no. 3 (2004): 509-530. Some scholars suggest the Corinthians had an over-realized sense of their 
eschatological place in time, but as Martin argues, divisions over eschatology fall on the lines of social 
status as do arguments over appropriate women’s clothing. See Martin, The Corinthian Body, 105-107, 271 
n. 1.  
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inclusivity, insert “and sisters” into the vocative address, this is not the best translation in 
this case, particularly given the instructions that follow.241 He asks “the brothers” to 
persist in faith and wait for the day of the Lord. Paul asks those to whom he speaks to 
continue doing what they are doing as it pleases (ἀπέσκω) God (4:1). The rest of the 
pericope offers a reminder of instructions they have already been given: verse 3 states the 
concern about porneia, and verse 4 includes one method for avoiding it, namely 
marriage. Paul writes, “For this is the will of God, your sanctification, that you refrain 
from porneia, that each of you know to possess his own wife [skeuos, lit. “vessel”] in 
holiness and honor…”242 Paul’s terminology, here, particularly σκεῦος—when translated 
euphemistically and in accordance with the votive and amulet depiction and medical 
conception of the womb as a container—commodifies the body. By referencing the 
womb specifically, this verse may also be taken as a reference to the processes by which 
                                                
241 See Lone Fatum, “1 Thessalonians,” in Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Commentary, ed. 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (London: S.C.M. Press, 1994), 259-261. In many other situations in Paul’s 
work it is likely that he is addressing an audience of both men and women, and thus using the Greek 
masculine vocative as an inclusive term.  
242 The section of 1 Thess. 4:3-8 has been hotly debated. For the translation used here see Knust, 
Abandoned to Lust, 51. See also similar translations of σκεῦος as wife in Martin, The Corinthian Body, 
179, 286 n. 40; Abraham Malherbe, Letters to the Thessalonians: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 224, 226-228, 235, 237-238; D. Fredrickson, “Passionless Sex 
in 1 Thessalonians 4:4-5,” Word & World 23 (2003): 23; O. Larry Yarbrough, Not Like the Gentiles: 
Marriage Rules in the Letters of Paul (Atlanta: Scholars, 1985) 68-76; R. F. Collins, Studies on the First 
Letter to the Thessalonians (Leuven: Leuven University, 1984), 299-335; W. Klassen, “Foundations for 
Pauline Sexual Ethics: As Seen in 1 Thess. 4.1-8,” Society of Biblical Literature Seminar Papers (1978): 
159-81; and C. Maurer, “σκεῦος,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament vol. VII, ed. Gerhard 
Kittel, G. W. Bromiley, and Gerhard Friedrich (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964). See also the 
considerable evidence in later Judaism for euphemistic use of the term in Torleif Elgvin, “‘To Master His 
Own Vessel’. 1 Thess 4.4 in Light of New Qumran Evidence” NTS 43, no. 4 (1997): 610. 
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humanity is able to procreate, and yet procreation is not the objective. The purpose of this 
vessel is “sanctification, that you refrain from porneia.”243  
The woman as a hollow vessel is not being addressed in these verses; she is being 
employed properly for the purposes of receiving and containing male semen and 
controlling passions. This activity might result in conception and pregnancy, but the 
ultimate purpose for Paul is purity. The verb κτᾶσθαι is difficult to translate depending 
on the translation of the noun σκεῦος. Κτᾶσθαι can be ingressive, meaning to obtain or 
acquire, or it can be durative, meaning to possess.244 Paul seems to have no trouble seeing 
women as acquisitions available through marriage. He objectifies women easily in 1 
Corinthians 11 highlighting their somatic purpose and describing them as hollow spaces 
through (δία) which man comes forth. The Greek of 1 Thessalonians 4:3 reflects similar 
                                                
243 Consider also, the hollow descriptions of the woman’s body as something through which man 
comes, and the architectural metaphors describing women’s bodies in rabbinic literature brought to light by 
Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity, 40-67. For alternate translations of σκεῦος as body see M. McGehee, “A 
Rejoinder to Two Recent Studies Dealing with 1 Thess. 4:4,” CBQ 51 (1989): 82-89; D. Lührmann, “The 
Beginnings of the Church as Thessalonica,” in Greeks, Romans, and Christians: Essays in Honor of 
Abraham J. Malherbe, ed. D. L. Balch, E. Ferguson, and W.A. Meeks (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1990), 
237-249. For alternate translations of σκεῦος as “male sexual organ” see Elgvin, “1 Thess. 4.4;” C.A. 
Wanamaker, The Epistle to the Thessalonians. A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1990), 151-153; J. Whitton, “A Neglected Meaning for Skeuos,” 142-143; Frederick F. Bruce, 
1&2 Thessalonians, World Biblical Commentary 45 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982), 83-84. See also 
Jouette Bassler, “Σκεῦος: A Modest Proposal for Illuminating Paul’s Use of Metaphor in 1 Thessalonians,” 
in The Social World of the First Christians: Essays in Honor of Wayne A. Meeks, ed. L. White and O. 
Yarbrough (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1995) 53-66. Bassler translates skeuos as virgin partners. 
244 There some questions regarding the translation of κτάομαι. Some prefer to translate it in the 
ingressive sense ‘acquire’ and others choose the durative sense ‘possess.’ See Elgvin, “1 Thess 4.4,” 611-
612, Maurer, “σκεῦος,” 359, 365-8, and Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 227. Maurer argues 
for the durative sense. The translation of this verb largely depends on the translation of skeuos. With the 
exception of Maurer, those who translate skeuos as body or body part, favor the durative translation of the 
verb because as Collins points out, “…it is difficult to understand in what sense Paul would be petitioning 
each of the Thessalonians Christians ‘to acquire his own body” (Collins, Studies on the First Letter to the 
Thessalonians, 315). If one translates skeuos as wife, either sense of the verb (ingressive or durative) can be 
used. In this way, Paul could be addressing both married (those who already possess wives) and unmarried 
men (those who plan or need to acquire wives) in Thessaloniki.  
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ideas, and 1 Thess. 4:6 continues the commodification of women explaining fornication 
outside the bonds of marriage in economic and legal terms of ownership and rights of 
access. Though this conception of marriage hinges on the purpose of marriage being the 
creation of legitimate heirs, Paul applies its logic to his view of marriage as a tool to 
maintain purity. The vessel or wife in this discussion belongs to a single man as his 
property, meaning use by any other man is construed as a type of stealing or fraud.245 Use 
by another man would typically be construed as a threat to the legitimacy of any 
offspring, but here, use by another man threatens holiness and purity.  
Paul uses the common Roman notion of marriage in 1 Thess. 4:3-4 to explain that 
women’s bodies are (when acquired properly in marriage) safe for sex and good tools for 
overcoming the threat of porneia because the essential rules of marriage have not 
changed. Marriage limits access and creates boundaries within the community whereby 
sexual desire can be contained and controlled. The vessels/wives are a tool to control 
desire. Pregnancy is a potential by-product, but not one of much concern. The imminence 
of the escahton has made the control of desire paramount, and perhaps Paul does not 
think there is even time to carry a pregnancy to term.   
Continuing to focus on purity and the control of desire, Paul sets boundaries 
between his Christ-following community and the non-Christ-following Gentiles among 
whom they live.246 After explaining that his followers must obtain/possess a wife/vessel 
                                                
245 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 179. 
246 Knust writes, “Ancient Christians from Paul onward frequently employed this basic argument: non-
Christians are enslaved to desire, but Christians have gained control of their desires and rejected all impure, 
‘unnatural’ sexual behavior. Conflating a biblical polemic against gentile idolaters with Greco-Roman 
arguments that figured corruption in terms of sexual vice, authors such as Paul and Justin defined 
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in holiness and honor he writes by way of contrast, “not with lustful passion, like the 
Gentiles who do not know God” (1 Thess. 4:5). The passage as a whole is directed at 
those who own a skeous or men. Adding passion (πάθος) and desire (ἐπιθυμία) to the 
discussion continues to point to men as the only audience this passage is addressing, 
because women’s excessive bodies hinder their ability to control their feelings and 
desires.247 The strict maintenance of gender boundaries within Paul’s larger discussion of 
self-control suggests that no one outside the body of Christ can be a true man, and all are 
susceptible to the uncontrolled passions and desires of women. The superior continence 
available only to the Christ-following man extends beyond himself to his wife/vessel 
creating strict and inviolable boundaries.248 Thus, the community at large is made safe 
from the damaging potential of adultery or porneia.249  
In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul suggests that women who are of age and unmarried 
(meaning virgins and widows primarily) required special spiritual gifts to remain in 
control of themselves, and without such gifts, the maintenance of their purity and 
                                                                                                                                            
themselves against others by contrasting their exceptional virtue with the supposed vice of everyone else” 
(Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 51). See also Victor Paul Furnish, 1 Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians (Nashville, 
TN: Abingdon Press, 2007), 108. P. Oakes, “Re-Mapping the Universe: Paul and the Emperor in 1 
Thessalonians and Philippians,” JSNT 27, no. 3 (2005): 317-318. 
247 See Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 33-37. Suggesting that the Gentiles who do not know God cannot 
control their lust and passion feminizes and emasculates them, and the rhetorical strategy reframes them as 
objects of ridicule and disgust. Women, who are anatomically deficient have an excuse for being out of 
control, but Gentile men who let their passions and desires enslave them are weak and unmanly. Paul 
encourages his followers to be disgusted by these unmanly men creating the illusion of a boundary between 
themselves and an “other” against whom the group may define themselves.  
248 The Christ-following husband is, then, a better husband, who can more adequately control his wife 
than a Gentile husband who must work harder to control both himself and wife. Paul applies similar logic 
to the situation in 1 Cor 7:12-14 where the holiness of one spouse in Christ extends to the unbelieving 
spouse. 
249 Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 85-86. 
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celibacy was known to be an uphill battle. This was a common idea in the Roman world, 
attested to by Hippocratic authors who describe a variety of health risks for women 
attempting celibacy, including but not limited to wandering wombs and an inability to 
menstruate due to the constriction of vaginal passages. Paul may or may not be aware of 
these kinds of feminine health concerns, but the health of individuals would have been 
subordinate to his primary goal of purity. The bodily deficiencies of women (their spongy 
flesh and their tendency toward excess) made their desire and passion unquestionable, so 
conceptually, marriage would have worked to control both husband and wife.250 
Women’s bodies were deficient, and that reality could not be changed until God initiated 
the eschaton. Until that time, Paul’s concern was communal purity, which required 
boundaries and women (the most vulnerable members of the Christ-following 
community) to be under the control and supervision of men.  
Paul’s work, speaking to men exclusively in 1 Thess. 4:1-8, shows an inequality 
in terms of control in marital relationships. Paul does not address women directly at all, 
but rather charges good Christ-following men with the task of protecting their 
vessel/wives against the exploitation of Gentile men outside the body of Christ. He 
exhorts Christian men to be on guard against porneia by acquiring wives and to control 
their passions and desires (and those of their wives) in contrast to those living without 
knowledge of Christ and God. This must be done in order to maintain communal purity 
until the time of the eschaton. A woman’s role in all this was to be passive and allow 
                                                
250 The exclusion of women from decision-making in terms of relationships and sex is not surprising in 
this time period, but it is even less surprising when women are assumed to lack self-control due to the 
bodily processes and systems that require menstruation and enable pregnancy discussed in Chapter 1. 
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herself to be controlled knowing that a man’s control would protect her from herself and 
others, and that all would be rectified on the day of the Lord. Pregnancy and children are 
ignored completely because the purpose of these relationships is not to create legitimate 
offspring but to maintain purity until God is ready to assume power. As Paul urges his 
communities to use marriage and sex for non-procreative purposes, he uses the metaphor 
of a woman in childbirth to describe the actions of those in power on the day of God’s 
intervention.  
 
Pregnancy in 1 Thessalonians 
 After his appeal for sexual purity, Paul addresses the procedure and timing of 
Christ’s return in 4:13-5:11, and in 5:3 he deploys the metaphor of the pregnant woman. 
When compared with Roman usage of images of women and children some stark 
differences emerge. Thessalonians 5:1-3 reads, “Now concerning the times and the 
seasons, brothers and sisters, you do not need to have anything written to you. For you 
yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. 
When they say, ‘There is peace and security,’ then sudden destruction will come upon 
them, as labor pains (ἡ ὠδὶν) come upon a pregnant woman (τῇ ἐν γαστρὶ ἐχούσῃ, lit. 
“one having in gaster”), and there will be no escape!” Some scholars have argued that 
Paul is making reference to Hebrew Bible prophetic literature regarding false prophets 
(Jer 6:14, 8:11; Ezek 13:10, 16) and the image of the woman in labor (Isa 26:17, 66:7; Jer 
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30:6-7) also popular in later Jewish apocalyptic texts.251 The reference to “peace and 
security” may be a direct reference to imperial propaganda helping identify exactly who 
it is that will be humiliated on the day of the Lord.252 Abraham Malherbe has interpreted 
this passage saying, “To the simile of the thief coming in the night to convey the 
unexpectedness of the Day’s coming, Paul adds one of a woman in labor to convey the 
inexorableness of the ruin of those who prophesy falsely.”253 The “inexorableness” of the 
situation at hand is an important theme brought to light in birth images, but it would be a 
mistake to reduce the multi-faceted image of childbirth to inevitability. 
 Paul’s image emphasizes pain, fear, and danger. When viewed through his 
apocalyptic lens, pregnancy and childbirth also provide a connection to the corrupt and 
degrading world. Paul’s use of the image of the pregnant woman evokes hopelessness, or 
perhaps, more specifically, misplaced hopefulness in a future that is rapidly coming to an 
end. While the Roman perspective overlooks the femininity, pain, and fear involved in 
pregnancy and childbirth in light of the joy and promise the child brings, Paul highlights 
the negative features to convey the inevitable ruination of the Roman imperial order and 
remind his community that God has better plans for them.  
                                                
251 See Furnish, 1 Thessalonians 2 Thessalonians, 108; and Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 
293. 
252 See Weima, “Peace and Security;” Furnish, 1 Thessalonians 2 Thessalonians, 108; Holland 
Hendrix, “Archeology and Eschatology at Thessalonica,” in The Future of Early Christians: Essays in 
Honor of Helmut Koester, ed. B. A. Pearson (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1991), 112-18. 
253 Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 293. In regards to this passage Furnish writes, “As 
formulated here, this warning echoes traditional apocalyptic motifs, including comparisons between the 
distress that will come to the unfaithful and the pain of a woman giving birth (Isa 13:6-9; 1 En. 62:1-5; 4 
Ezra 4:38-43)” (Furnish, 1 Thessalonians 2 Thessalonians, 108).  
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The anonymous “they” who claim “peace and security” are among those who will 
be taken by surprise on the day of the Lord. Their identity is questioned among scholars, 
but peace and security likely refer to the Roman slogan tied to a long period of peace 
known as the Pax Romana, which featured heavily in Roman political propaganda.254 
Jeffrey Weima, using neumismatic, monumental, inscriptional, and literary evidence, 
makes a strong case for a close relationship between Rome and Thessaloniki, against 
which Paul’s message needed to work.255 If, following Weima, we choose to understand 
“they” as Rome and/or the Roman imperial order, the metaphor of the woman in labor 
applies to Rome. Recalling the virtues of peace and security is meant to bring to mind 
images of fecundity and abundance, perhaps similar to those of the woman and children 
on the Tellus panel of the Ara Pacis. Paul’s metaphor takes a backward step away from 
peaceful, pastoral scenes, and instead highlights the fearful and painful moments of 
childbirth. Instead of the dignified maternal female figure, Paul presents Rome as a 
pregnant woman, helpless, exposed, and writhing in pain. This image feminizes Rome 
and the Roman imperial order that sanctions and rewards childbearing.  
                                                
254 This too has ties to false prophetic claims in the Hebrew Bible (Jer. 6:14; Ezek 13:10; Mic. 3.5). 
Furnish, 1 Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians, 108. For more on the Roman ties see Jeffrey Weima, “‘Peace 
and Security,’” 331–59; Joel R. White, “‘Peace and Security’ (1 Thessalonians 5.3): Is It Really a Roman 
Slogan?” NTS 59, no. 3 (2013): 382-395; Joel White, “‘Peace’ and ‘Security’ (1 Thess 5.3): Roman 
Ideology and Greek Aspiration,” NTS 60, no. 4 (2014): 499–510. White argues that the term “peace” 
should be connected to Roman propaganda, but questions the word “security.” He concludes that “security” 
is of Greek origin, and that Paul’s reference is completely original speaking to the Hellenistic civic identity 
of Thessaloniki. See also J. D. Crossan, “Roman Imperial Theology,” in the Shadow of Empire: Reclaiming 
the Bible as a History of Faithful Resistance, ed. R. A. Horsley (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 
2008), 69-71; H. Koester, ‘Imperial Ideology and Paul’s Eschatology in 1 Thessalonians,’ in Paul and 
Empire: Religion and Power in Roman Imperial Society, ed. R. A. Horsley (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1997), 
161-2; Klaus Wengst, Pax Romana: And the Peace of Jesus Christ (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 73-
8. For a brief survey of additional opinions see Malherbe, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 292.  
255 Weima, “‘Peace and Security,’” 331–59. 
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The idea of “peace and security” may also bring to mind images of soldiers and 
military dominance. If so, then Paul implies that on the day of the Lord, Roman warriors 
will act like women and wither in fear and pain. The Hebrew Bible and Septuagint 
highlight very specific aspects of the frightening and overwhelming experience of 
labor.256 Women in labor scream, grow weak, and tremble; they are overcome. In short, 
they fail in all respects to retain control over themselves. They act like women.257 Paul 
genders the Roman Empire implicitly by using the Roman slogan, and draws a 
connection between femininity and the imperial establishment by making the gendered 
city/imperial system suffer like a parturient woman.258 On the day of the Lord, the 
Romans will be revealed as feminine and will be able to be identified as such by the 
feminine way they suffer defeat. 
Paul insults the masculinity of the Romans and increases the shame of their defeat 
by setting himself and his followers up as witnesses, a rhetorical strategy Amy 
Kalmoanfsky identifies with “indirect horror.” Kalmanofsky writes, “Indirect horror is 
the emotional response to the effect the threatening entity wrought—this is the response 
                                                
256 Isaiah 13:6-8 is a good example mentioned previously.  
257 See Kalmaofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 69-70. See also Adele Berlin, Lamentations: A Commentary 
(London: Westminster John Knox, 2002), 9; Kathleen M. O'Connor, Lamentations & The Tears of the 
World (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2002), 28.  
258 Cf. Revelation 17 and the Mother of Whores. See Moore, “Untold Tales from the Book of 
Revelation,” 155-178. Another element of this simile is the idea that Rome seems to be giving birth to the 
Body of Christ. Thus, from within the degraded feminine comes the eternally masculine citizens of the 
Kingdom of God. This works along with the militaristic images of 1 Thess. 5:8-9 that suggest the followers 
of Christ will fight to escape. Ancient ideas of feminine passivity lead the Hippocratics to conceptualize 
parturition as the child fighting its way out of its mother’s passive body. Here, Rome as the passive 
maternal figure succumbs to the labor pains brought on by the active advance of the Body of Christ. 
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of those who pass by hissing at the devastated land and its people.”259 The feminization of 
the Romans in Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians is meant to elicit horror and disgust. 
The Roman fall from power is witnessed by the followers of Christ, compounding the 
shame this fall brings to the Romans. In addition, the Thessalonians are meant to stand in 
fear and admiration of the power of God. In their fear, they realize their own fragility and 
susceptibility to the feminizing forces of excess and desire. All these feelings are 
prompted by the image of the pregnant woman. The fate of Rome on the day of the Lord 
is certainly inevitable, but Paul's projection of gender deviance and pregnancy heaps 
shame and disgust on the imperial system. Kalmanofsky explains, “As an object of horror 
then, the laboring woman must be rejected. She is not a pitiful figure that works to elicit 
empathy, but a repulsive figure that asks the audience to reject her and to look away.”260 
Paul sets up the image of the pregnant woman to be viewed this way beginning in 1 
Thess 4 where he establishes sex as a method of maintaining purity and objectifies 
women as empty vessels to be acquired and used by men who have power over them. In 1 
Thess 5, Paul uses the image of the pregnant woman to convey a message of political 
dissent. The image of the parturient woman, however, is not limited to a singular 
interpretation; in Romans, Paul applies a more complex pregnancy metaphor to the 
cosmos to generate a specific hope for the future and distain for the present age.  
 
                                                
259 Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 75-76. For Hebrew Bible examples see Lev. 26:32; Deut. 28:25; 1 
Kgs 9:8; Jer. 15:3-4, 18:16, 19:8, 24:9-10, 29:18, 34:17, 49:17, 50:13; Lam. 2:15-16; Mie. 6:16; Zeph. 
2:15.  
260 Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 80; Barbara Creed, The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, 
Psychoanalysis (London: Routledge, 1993), 29. 
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Romans: Women and their Bodies  
1 Thessalonians portrays the failing political power of the Romans at the eschaton 
as a woman in labor, and Romans expands that idea to include the whole of creation in 
the throes of childbirth.261 In Romans 8:18-23, Paul applies the image of the pregnant 
woman to the degradation of his present age. He writes,  
I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the 
glory about to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with eager longing for the 
revealing of the children of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of 
its own will but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation 
itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the 
glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning 
in labor pains until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have 
the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the 
redemption of our bodies.  
 
The political force of the birth metaphor in Romans is not as clear as 1 Thessalonians, but 
the embodiment of creation as a woman in labor still signals negativity.262 Paul’s letter to 
the Romans blends the powers of sin and Roman domination into the image of the 
                                                
261 The difference in application most likely comes from the fact that Paul was writing at a different 
time to a different community. Romans is probably Paul’s last letter, written from Corinth between 56 and 
59 CE, and it is a rather lengthy letter of introduction of Paul and his mission to a community he has never 
met. Jewett describes Romans as a “unique fusion of the ‘ambassadorial letter’ with several of the other 
subtypes in the genre: the parenetic letter, the hortatory letter, and the philosophical diatribe” (Jewett, 
Romans: A Commentary, 44). This is a refinement of Wuellner’s theory in Karl P. Donfried, The Romans 
Debate (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1991), 128–46. There are several arguments regarding 
what exactly the entirety of creation means. Some scholars choose to distinguish between human and non-
human creation, and others choose to understand creation as including humanity. Gaventa argues for the 
“unity of everything in its createdness and in its relationship to God” (Gaventa, Our Mother, 51-55. I agree 
with her that humans, as part of creation as a whole, are also implicated in this passage. For a complete list, 
see Gaventa, Our Mother, 181-182 n. 5. It is worth noting that the argument is quite ancient; see Gaventa, 
Our Mother, 181 n. 4. 
262 Gaventa argues, “…sin is Sin—not a lowercase transgression, not even a human disposition or flaw 
in human nature, but an uppercase Power that enslaves humankind and stands over and against God. That 
larger picture of the cosmic battle is necessary to understand Paul’s language in Romans, but that larger 
picture is missing in much recent discussion of Romans” (Gaventa, Our Mother, 127).  
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pregnant woman, and Paul uses the pregnant body to stand in for the corrupt creation that 
must be redeemed.  
 The idea of redemption in Romans is complicated because Paul mixes his 
metaphors, or perhaps he fails to break fully with a positive view of pregnancy, 
childbearing, and motherhood. His image of the pregnant woman is negative, but the 
birth event is wholly positive. Birth signals redemption for creation in the same way that 
the birth of a child redeems or makes purposeful the flawed body of the mother, but it 
also signifies freedom for the child who was trapped within the body of the mother. Yet, 
Paul sees creation as utterly flawed—creation is being oppressed. Luiza Sutter Rehman 
reads Romans, particularly the passage regarding labor, in terms of oppression and 
domination. Isolating sin as a major theme in Romans she writes, “Sin, that is to say, the 
general practice of life that had developed under Roman rule, holds back from doing the 
will of God (Torah); it is a life far away from God…”263 There remains a political edge to 
Paul’s discussion in Romans, and within the first chapter, he argues that the world is 
morally corrupt on the basis of gender. 
 At the outset of his letter, Paul makes the argument that there is very real danger 
in effemination, and in the midst of this argument, he works to set his community and 
their behavior apart from those outside the community who do not know God. In Romans 
1:18-27 Paul writes,  
                                                
263 Luzia Sutter Rehmann, “To Turn the Groaning Into Labor: Romans 8:22-23,” in A Feminist 
Companion to Paul, ed. Amy-Jill Levine, and Marianne Blickenstaff (London: T&T International, 2004), 
78. 
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For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
wickedness of those who by their wickedness suppress the truth. For what can be 
known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since 
the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though 
they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made. So they 
are without excuse; for though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or 
give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their senseless 
minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they 
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal human 
being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles.  
Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the 
degrading of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth 
about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, 
who is blessed forever! Amen. 
For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women 
exchanged natural intercourse (χρῆσις = use) for unnatural, and in the same way 
also the men, giving up natural intercourse with women, were consumed with 
passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men and received in 
their own persons the due penalty for their error. 
 
Scholars have contextualized this passage within a larger discussion of ancient gender as 
a trajectory and sexual infraction as a violation of hierarchical performances of gender 
dominance and submission.264 This relates to the image of pregnancy at hand in so much 
                                                
264 This passage has been hotly contested. See John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and 
Homosexuality: Gay People in Western Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth 
Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981); Richard B. Hays, “Relations Natural and Unnatural: 
A Response to John Boswell's Exegesis of Romans 1,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 14, no. 1 (1986): 
184-215; Bernadette J. Brooten, Love between Women: Early Christian Responses to Female 
Homoeroticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); David M. Halperin, “Lesbian 
Historiography before the Name? Commentary,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 4 (1998), 
559-578. See also, Jennifer Knust, “Paul and the Politics of Virtue and Vice,” in Paul and the Imperial 
Order, ed. Richard Horsley (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2004), 155-73; Knust, Abandoned 
to Lust, 81-85; Craig A. Williams, Roman Homosexuality: Ideologies of Masculinity in Classical Antiquity 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); Diana Swancutt, “The Disease of Effemination;” Diana 
Swancutt, “Still before Sexuality;” Dale Martin, Sex and the Single Savior, 51-64; Dale Martin, 
“Arsenokoitês and Malakos: Meanings and Consequences,” in Biblical Ethics and Homosexuality: 
Listening to Scripture, ed. Robert L. Brawley (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 117-136; 
David M. Halperin, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality: And Other Essays on Greek Love (New York: 
Routledge, 1990). Amy Richlin, “Not Before Homosexuality: The Materiality of the Cinaedus and the 
Roman Law against Love between Men,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 3, no. 4 (1993): 523-573. Ann 
Pellegrini, “Commentary on Love Between Women by Bernadette J. Brooten,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian 
and Gay Studies 4 (1998): 578-89. 
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as procreative relationships are the only ones deemed acceptable, though Paul takes no 
interest in pregnancy or legitimate children. In Romans 1, Paul explains that God’s 
divinity and power can be understood through observation of God’s creation, or to be 
more specific, nature.265 The inability to recognize God results in out-of-control lusts and 
bodily humiliation. This he defines specifically as women exchanging their “natural use” 
for unnatural and men pursuing intercourse with men. Bernadette Brooten suggests that 
when Paul says the knowledge of God is observable, he may be referring specifically to 
the order of creation from Genesis which Paul uses explicitly in 1 Corinthians 11:7b-9 to 
enforce the subservience of women.266 Again, Paul is interested in sex only as it relates to 
self-control and purity, which here comes from following God and acknowledging God’s 
will through God’s creation. In practical terms, this passage seems to be suggesting that 
God approves only of sexual relationships that have the potential to bear children. Men, 
therefore, must act like men and penetrate passive women who are designed to contain 
male seed and carry children. Purity, then, is concerned with the preservation of gender 
                                                
265 This is very similar to the treatment of “Nature” in Aristotle and Galen discussed in the previous 
chapter.  
266 Brooten, Love Between Women, 272-5. Brooten also suggests that Paul may be appealing to the 
behavior of animals as part of creation, which similarly enforces procreative relationships. See also Knust, 
Abandoned to Lust, 82-83. Knust connects Paul’s statements about hairstyle in 1 Cor. 11 to effeminacy 
described by later authors including Seneca and Dio Chrysostom and finally to Paul’s statements in 
Romans 1:26-7. She explains that any abandonment of masculinity was considered “slavish.” See also 
Elizabeth Castelli, “Romans,” in Searching the Scriptures: A Feminist Commentary, ed. Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza (London: S.C.M. Press, 1994), 282. Castelli writes, “What is at stake for Paul in this 
passage is the proper relationship between humanity and divinity and his understanding of the immutable 
order of creation, which in his view, is challenged by homoeroticism.” 
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and sexual differentiation, without which the passions fall out of control and non-
procreative relationships result.267 
Arguing on the basis of nature and naturalness, Paul defines women in terms of 
their intended purpose as penetrable bodies, which echoes his somatic delineation of 
women as vessels in 1 Thessalonians 4. At stake in his discussion is God’s intentions for 
God’s creation. Brooten writes,  
…the naturalness of the marriage of woman to man, derived as it is from the 
creation of woman out of man, may provide the key to understanding ‘nature’ in 
Romans 1, and ancient readers familiar with Genesis could have read Romans 1 in 
this way. The order of creation would, then, refer to the priority of man over 
woman as he makes clear in 1 Cor. 11, which other arrangements do not 
preserve.268  
 
The order requires the existence of fully differentiated genders or passive women and 
active men.269 The epistemological system that views male characteristics (hot, active, 
and controlled) as positive and female characteristics (cold, passive, and unconscionable) 
as negative is also dependent on that differentiation. This understanding of the female 
body as applied in Romans 1 is necessary to understand his negative view of the pregnant 
body in Romans 8. Paul argues that gender based on sexual differentiation is immutable 
until the eschaton, and he asserts in 1 Corinthians, 1 Thessalonians, and now Romans that 
it must be preserved until that time. 
                                                
267 See Stanley Kent Stowers, A Rereading of Romans: Justice, Jews, and Gentiles (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1994), 45. Stowers explains, “Gender hierarchy lies close to the heart of the 
discourse of self-mastery. Life is war, and masculinity has to be achieved and constantly fought for. Men 
are always in danger of succumbing to softness, described as forms of femaleness or servility.” 
268 Brooten, Love Between Women, 275. See also David Halperin, “Lesbian Historiography before the 
Name? Commentary,” 562. 
269 See Laqueur, Making Sex, 29. 
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 The idea that women needed to be and act like women was not unique to Paul. 
Many contemporary authors were interested in making sure women behaved as women. 
Most notably, medical philosophers similarly recommended that women be and act like 
women because “real” women were necessary for procreation. Galen appeals to creation, 
which is circumscribed by the divinity of nature, when he explains the anatomical 
imperfections of women, particularly their lack of innate heat. Galen writes,  
Indeed, you ought not to think that our Creator would purposefully make half the 
whole race imperfect and, as it were, mutilated, unless there was some great 
advantage in such a mutilation… The fetus needs abundant material both when it 
is first constituted and for the entire period of growth that follows. Hence it is 
obliged to do one of two things: it must either snatch nutriment away from the 
mother herself or take nutriment that is left over. Snatching it away would injure 
the generant, and taking the left over nutriment would be impossible if the female 
were perfectly warm; for if she were, she would easily disperse and evaporate 
it.270 
 
The point for Galen is that without the imperfection of women, humanity would fail and 
lack the ability to reproduce. In this account, women are women due to anatomical 
differences in innate heat, and these differences were required for the continuation of 
human life through procreation. In Romans 1, femininity must be preserved for the sake 
of purity and procreative relationships, which are moderate; same-sex relationships are 
viewed as excessive and should be avoided.271 Paul’s appeal to nature in 1:18-2:16 has no 
interest in childbearing, but nevertheless he applies the logic that women are inferior to 
                                                
270 Galen, UP, 14.6. 
271 See Ruth Mazzo Karras, “Active/Passive, Acts/Passions: Greek and Roman Sexualities.” Karras 
does a good survey of the scholarship essential to understanding this argument. See also Jennifer Knust, 
“Paul and the Politics of Virtue and Vice,” in Paul and the Roman Imperial Order, ed. Richard A. Horsley 
(Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2004), 165; David Halperin, One Hundred Years of 
Homosexuality and Other Essays on Greek Love, 30; and Ann Pellegrini, “Lesbian Histotirography before 
the Name?,” 580. 
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men based on the order of creation, and their bodies are meant to be used as vessels.272 
For Paul, gender difference is a necessary condition for the coming of the eschaton. 
Purity requires the preservation of male and female, but it is not necessary to have 
children. Children are not necessary because Paul envisions a different kind of family 
made possible through Christ, which will be fully realized at the eschaton.  
Gender, Pneuma, and Adoption: A New Kind of Family 
The imperfections of women’s bodies that Paul applies to pregnancy and the 
world under Roman rule are very similar to the general imperfections of women’s bodies 
when compared to male bodies in medical literature. They come to the same conclusion 
that female bodies, based in some way on their procreative potentialities, are inferior to 
male bodies. Paul departs from the medical philosophers when he applies feminine 
inferiority to pregnancy, which he does most explicitly in his apocalyptic exposition in 
Romans.273 In Romans and in Galatians, Paul discusses how God’s reign will solve the 
problems posed by gender and desire. In the baptismal hymn of Galatians 3:27-8, Paul 
writes, “As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with 
Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer 
                                                
272 Brooten writes, “Paul does not use procreation as an argument against any kind of sexual behavior, 
including same-sex love” (Love Between Women, 252). She also points out that Philo shared a concern for 
procreation similar to ancient physicians, and in his discussion, he includes non-procreative sex as a type of 
sex that is contrary to nature (On the Special Laws, 3.7-82). 
273 For the Hippocratics and Galen, pregnancy made women’s bodies function without excess 
(eliminating the need for menstruation) and thus women approached masculinity by performing their 
procreative purpose.  
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male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”274 Those who follow Christ have 
all become members of the same body of Christ across difference.  
While the body of Christ certainly includes female members, Paul envisions and 
generalizes it as a masculine body. He writes in 1 Corinthians 6:15-16, “Do you not know 
that your bodies are members of Christ? Should I therefore take the members of Christ 
and make them members of a prostitute? Never! Do you not know that whoever is united 
to a prostitute becomes one body with her? For it is said, “The two shall be one flesh.” 
Here, the collective body of Christ is definitively the active/penetrative/male partner 
participating in an ill-advised sexual act.275 In that sense, all baptized believers are male 
because they all belong to the same male communal body. The presence of women within 
the communal body is a given, but Paul envisions the body of Christ as an ideal male 
body and the future as wholly masculine.276 Galatians 3:28, then, references not only the 
                                                
274 Paul repeats this epithet in 1 Cor. 12:13, without the reference to male and female categories. 
275 See Martin, The Corinthian Body, 176. This may also reflect Jewish concepts of the relative 
masculinity of angels. In Genesis 6 and 1 Enoch’s Book of the Watchers, sons of God defect from heaven in 
order to take wives from among the daughters of men. Paul generalizes the masculinity of the body of 
Christ in a way that is similar to the assumed masculinity of angelic beings. Thus, the anticipated 
resurrected bodies of the collective bodies of Christ may not be specifically male, but it is expected to be 
(epistemologically speaking) masculine. For more on the masculinity of angels see Annette Reed, 
“Gendering Heavenly Secrets? Women, Angels, and the Problem of Misogyny and Magic,” in Daughters 
of Hekate: Women and Magic in Antiquity, ed. D. Kalleres and K. Stratton (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), 108-151; and Kevin Sullivan, “Sexuality and Gender of Angels,” in Paradise Now: Essays on 
Early Jewish and Christian Mysticism, ed. A. D. De Conick (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature 2006).  
276 Physicians and later authors envision a similar type of masculine future. Luke 20:34b-35 reads, 
“Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage; but those who are considered worthy of a 
place in that age and in the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage. Indeed they 
cannot die anymore, because they are like angels and are children of God, being children of the 
resurrection.” See parallels in Matthew 22:30 and Mark 12:25. The author of Luke implies that the 
resurrection will make marriage a moot point because humans will become like angels. Later authors of 
The Gospel of Thomas, The Acts of Paul and Thecla, and Perpetua and Felicitas are more specific about 
what this change means as they all contain images of women becoming men as evidence of their status in 
Christ or salvation. See also Elizabeth Castelli, “‘I Will Make Mary Male’: Pieties of the Body and Gender 
Transformation of Christian Women in Late Antiquity,” in Body Guards: The Cultural Politics of Gender 
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communal body of Christ in Paul’s present world, but also the fully realized body of 
Christ at the eschaton when all believers will attain perfection and masculinity.277 In the 
Corinthian discussions of marriage and veiling, Paul argues that gender and social 
differences must be maintained. They will not be necessary when Christ returns, but 
Paul’s emphasis is on the fact that the eschaton has not arrived yet. As such, women are 
still deficient and inferior, and in his eschatological expositions, Paul uses femininity and 
the pregnant body as shorthand for corruption, degradation, and the need for divine 
intervention. 
When Christ returns at the eschaton those who are members of the body of Christ 
expect to have their bodies redeemed. Romans 8:22-23 reads, “We know that the whole 
creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the creation, but we 
                                                                                                                                            
Ambiguity, ed. Julia Epstein, and Kristina Straub (New York: Routledge, 1991), 29-49; Shelly Matthews, 
“Thinking of Thecla: Issues in Feminist Historiography,” JFSR 17, no. 2 (2001): 39-55. Judith Perkins, 
Roman Imperial Identities in the Early Christian Era (London: Routledge, 2009), 159-171. 
277 See Martin, The Corinthian Body, 229-232, 249; Martin, Sex and the Single Savior, 82-85, 87. 
Martin contends that androgyny in antiquity meant that women would become male as opposed to gender 
equality. Some scholars, most notably Wayne Meeks, have questioned Paul’s commitment to the masculine 
ideal based on the baptismal formula found in Galatians 3:28, but the androgyny solution to the baptismal 
formula is one-sided in that men do not wish to become like women. See Wayne A. Meeks, “The Image of 
the Androgyne: Some Uses of a Symbol in Earliest Christianity,” History of Religions 13 no. 3 (1974): 180-
183; Dennis Ronald MacDonald, There is No Male and Female: The Fate of a Dominical Saying in Paul 
and Gnosticism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987); Dennis Ronald MacDonald, “Corinthian Veils and 
Gnostic Androgynes,” in Images of the Feminine in Gnosticism, ed. Karen King (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
1988), 276-92. Meeks’ argument has been rejected in modern gender critical scholarship. Castelli explains, 
“‘Becoming male’ marks for these thinkers the transcendence of gendered differences, but it does so only 
by reinscribing the traditional gender hierarchies of male over female, masculine over feminine; the 
possibility that women can ‘become male,’ paradoxically however, also reveals the tenuousness and 
malleability of the naturalized categories of male and female” (Castelli, “I Will Make Mary Male,” 33). 
Martin writes that Meeks has since changed his mind regarding his androgyne theory (Martin, The 
Corinthian Body, 294n4). See also Daniel Boyarin, “Paul and the Genealogy of Gender,” in A Feminist 
Companion to Paul, ed. Amy-Jill Levine, and Marianne Blickenstaff (London: T&T International, 2004), 
24. Boyarin softens the androgyne argument saying, “I think that the entire context of the passage in 
Galatians leads rather to the conclusion that what is being referred to is an ecstatic experience, in which not 
social roles are modified, but ontological categories in the pneumatic moment of initiation.” See also 
Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 208.  
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ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for 
adoption, the redemption of our bodies.” The adoption (or sonship), which Paul defines 
as the redemption of the body is connected with the labor pains of creation as part of the 
birth event. Members of the body of Christ already have “the first fruits of the Spirit 
(πνεύματος or pneuma),” because becoming a part of the body of Christ was in Paul’s 
thinking a physical endeavor that involved receiving Christ’s pneuma. Dale Martin 
describes pneuma generally to be, “…a kind of ‘stuff’ that is the agent of perception, 
motion, and life itself; it pervades other forms of stuff and, together with those other 
forms, constitutes the self.”278 It was everywhere and in everything. Christ’s pneuma was 
special because he had been resurrected. Stanley Stowers explains how this works in 
Paul’s terms. He writes, “Those in Christ participate in him because they share with him 
the most sublime kind of pneuma, divine pneuma that he received in being resurrected 
from the dead.”279  
Sharing in the pneuma of Christ is just the beginning of the transformation. In 1 
Corinthians 15:50-52, Paul writes,  
What I am saying, brothers and sisters, is this: flesh and blood cannot inherit the 
kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I will 
tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will all be changed, in a moment, 
in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the 
dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. 
 
                                                
278 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 21. 
279 See Stanley K. Stowers, “What is ‘Pauline participation in Christ?,’” in Redefining First-Century 
Jewish and Christian Identities: Essays in Honor of Ed Parish Sanders, ed. E. P. Sanders, Fabian E. Udoh, 
Susannah Heschel, Mark A. Chancey, and Gregory Tatum (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2008), 356. Cf. 1 Cor. 15:42-44. 
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Thus, being in the masculine body of Christ meant sharing in Christ’s pneuma, and at the 
eschaton, it will mean receiving a pneumatic or imperishable body.280 The physical body 
as it is (even if masculine) is not fit for the kingdom of heaven, and thus, those who have 
died will rise with the pneumatic body and those still alive at the end will simply be 
changed into a pneumatic body.  
These new bodies will be bodies of some kind, but they will not be the same. 
Martin writes, “…if there is no resurrection of the body then there is nothing to look 
forward to but the problems of this life…”281 The problems of this life for women include 
passivity, menstruation, desire, pregnancy, and childbirth. Their pneumatic bodies will 
not suffer any of those problems, and “purified from corrupting sarx, the pneuma body 
will be able to become truly ‘healthy’ (possess sōtēria) in the final court of the Lord.”282 
According to Paul, health for women means not requiring menstruation, and therefore not 
being able to conceive and become pregnant. For women, then, redemption means an end 
to pregnancy. This effectively establishes a new kind of family based not on procreation 
and patrilineal descent but on the pneuma of Christ. An end to pregnancy, however, does 
not mean an end to kinship and hierarchical family structures.  
Caroline Johnson Hodge argues that Paul promotes a physical and material 
understanding of kinship that is not moderated by a modern notion of “the spiritual.” 
Paul’s model of gentile kinship within the family of Abraham, for example, “relies on the 
                                                
280 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 125. 
281 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 125. 
282 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 171. 
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patrilineal ideal of sons as heirs (as opposed to daughters). Thus notions of peoplehood, 
and paternity are by no means rejected, downplayed, or even metaphorized by Paul; 
instead they are central to his gospel and crucial to his arguments, especially in Romans 
and Galatians.”283 The kinship metaphors Paul employs are based on patriarchal 
relationships, and in addition he chooses masculine gendered terms to make his points.284 
Paul writes,  
For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. For you did not 
receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of 
adoption. When we cry, “Abba! Father!” it is that very Spirit bearing witness with 
our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and 
joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be 
glorified with him (Rom 8:14-17).  
 
Johnson Hodge points out that the term for adoption used here is υἱοθεσία referring 
specifically to the adoption of sons (υἱός), and she notes that adoption for the sake of 
inheritance—even in the Roman period when it was possible for daughters to inherit—
typically meant adoption of sons.285 This is the same word used in Romans 8:23, and so 
followers of Christ wait not just for adoption, but specifically for sonship. That said, 
women are not excluded from the term “children of God” necessarily; they must simply 
be able to view themselves as male in order to be able to accept their inheritance. In his 
kinship language, Paul makes women, who were mentioned among the earliest Christ 
followers, into men—into God’s sons. Additionally, his method of creating these familial 
                                                
283 Caroline E. Johnson Hodge, If Sons, Then Heirs: A Study of Kinship and Ethnicity in the Letters of 
Paul (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 5. 
284 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 69. 
285 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 69, 182 n. 4. See also Kathleen E. Corley, “Women's Inheritance Rights in 
Antiquity and Paul's Metaphor of Adoption,” in A Feminist Companion to Paul, ed. Amy-Jill Levine, and 
Marianne Blickenstaff (London: T&T International, 2004), 98-121. 
	   
136 
ties through receipt of “a spirit (πνεῦμα) of adoption” makes women, pregnancy, and 
childbearing unnecessary. 
 Paul’s body of Christ comes into being through baptism and adoption by the 
spirit, which work through the power of pneuma to create strong and legitimate family 
ties. Women baptized into the body of Christ are baptized into a masculine body, they are 
adopted as sons, and the pneuma takes over their reproductive roles and makes their 
reproductive capacities redundant. This new version of family allows Paul to discourage 
his followers from getting married, having sex, and growing their families because he 
firmly believes that it is not necessary in light of this new structure. Sex is not necessary 
for childbearing any longer, but Paul allows it for the purpose of controlling passions 
while his followers continue to wait for the day of the Lord. Childbearing is similarly 
unnecessary, but its prominence as a symbol for the stability and wellbeing of the Roman 
imperial system requires reinterpretation if bodily images are to be applied within an 
apocalyptic framework.  
 
Pregnancy in Romans 
 Many scholars have made arguments about the image of pregnancy and childbirth 
in Romans 8:18-23, suggesting that the reference to childbearing was simply intended to 
emphasize the necessity of pain and suffering in anticipation of the coming eschaton.286 
                                                
286 Rehmann, “To Turn the Groaning into Labor,” 76; See also Luzia Sutter Rehmann, Geh, frage die 
Gebärerin! Feministich-befreiungstheologische Untersuchungen des Gebärmotivs in der Apokalyptik 
(Gütersloh: Gutersloher Verlagshaus, 1995). Rehmann reads these metaphors in terms of liberation 
theology. Unfortunately, as I have shown above, it is not likely that Paul had any positive meanings for 
women in this text, and thus, this analysis is not helpful for contextualizing childbirth metaphors in 
antiquity. See also Tina Pippin, “Review,” JBL 116, no. 3 (1997): 576, which echoes these criticisms. See 
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But, as we have seen, Paul did not think the pain and suffering of childbirth were 
necessary any longer because the coming eschaton would make drastic changes to the 
bodies of believers and forage a new type of pneumatic family in Christ. From his 
perspective creation as a whole is hopeless and waiting to be redeemed. Paul’s imagery, 
therefore, invites the reader to be disgusted by the present situation and the complete 
feminization of creation shown through her pregnancy. Yet, the situation is hopeful and 
the separation of creation from the symbolic child is happily anticipated as a salvific 
action. With a negative pregnant body and positive redemptive birth, Paul turns the birth 
event into an escape from oppression and rejection of the status quo.287  
Pregnancy challenges bodily boundaries in that what develops safely inside must 
eventually come to exist outside.288 As shown above, Paul suggests that women’s bodies 
and their permeable boundaries are negative, but the promise of the child introduces 
ambiguity. The negative portrayal of the pregnancy of creation in Romans is eclipsed by 
the apocalyptic birth event that creates the redeemed bodies of God’s adopted children. 
Paul explains that the feminization of creation is all according to God’s plan. Creation 
was forced into femininity and ultimate passivity in order that creation be able to carry 
                                                                                                                                            
also C. H. Dodd, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans (New York: Harper & Row, 1932), 132; C. E. B. 
Cranfield, and W. Sanday, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark Limited, 1975), 412-19. 
287 Paul is playing with the notion of bodily ambiguity intrinsic to abjection. The body of the mother 
challenges notions of inside and outside in a way that destabilizes and disgusts. See Julia Kristeva, The 
Powers of Horror, 3, 13, 65; Butler, Gender Trouble, 181-3, 228-29 n. 62-63; Ahmed, Cultural Politics, 
84-89. 
288 Deut 12:1-8 describes ritual impurity after birth. 
	   
138 
and bear the redeemed bodies of Christ followers.289 God, here, is the active penetrative 
party who makes this femininity purposeful through pregnancy, and God will decide 
when it is time to give birth or initiate the eschaton. Thus, a feminized creation, which 
includes the imperfect physical bodies of all followers of Christ, is envisioned as 
pregnant. In femininity and pregnancy, all of creation is under the control of the earthly 
power of Rome. Labor represents the lowest and most painful low before delivery, which 
means freedom from Roman governance and the establishment of the rule of God.  
When humanity is envisioned as a partner in the pregnancy of creation we see that 
both sit in the ambiguous space of indistinct boundaries between decay and life. In 
Romans 8:18-19 ‘we’ wait for the revelation of God’s glory, and creation waits for the 
revelation of God’s children (‘us’).290 As part of creation, humanity is also feminized and 
pregnant. The groaning and labor pains indicate the inevitable realization of Christ 
followers who have become conscious of their situation. They join creation in futility and 
confront the boundaries between the physical body and pneumatic body; they are meant 
to reject the physical body in favor of the pneumatic body. The pneumatic body is the 
child and hope of Paul’s metaphoric birth scenario. All of creation, including humanity, is 
pregnant with its redeemed self through the knowledge of the impending eschaton that 
                                                
289 1 Thess 4:13-18 explains how the Christ followers will be caught up in the air with Christ at the 
parousia. 
290 Rom 8:18-19 reads, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with 
the glory about to be revealed (ἀποκαλυφθῆναι) to us. For the creation waits with eager longing for the 
revealing (ἀποκάλυψιν) of the sons of God…” 
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will assure full bodily redemption.291 There is pain and horror in creation’s recognition of 
its own femininity and pregnancy; creation’s condition is negative, but not hopeless. The 
pregnancy of all of creation will effectively be the last pregnancy. The eschaton will put 
an end to all pregnancy, which is an intrinsic element of the sin that separated humanity 
from God and distanced it from the original perfection of creation. Women’s excessive 
bodies and procreative capacities will be rendered completely unnecessary at the 
eschaton, freeing them from the need to further mankind and enabling them to ascend to 
a higher state of being under God. In place of old family ties made through marriage, sex, 
and children in common, the spirit of Christ (pneuma) will form the bonds of family, and 
all will be adopted sons set to inherit the kingdom of God (Romans 8:9-17).  
As women are made gratuitous, the entirety of creation is presented as a pregnant 
woman in order to highlight its depravity and need for redemption. A similar rhetorical 
strategy can be found in the Hebrew Bible as Kalmanofsky identifies, explaining that the 
image of the pregnant woman requires the male audience to identify with her in order to 
experience shock and shame.292 Kalmanofsky writes of the image of pregnancy in the 
Biblical prophets saying,  
…the image serves as a rhetorical strategy of cross-gender identification. The 
prophets want their male audience to identify as women and to experience shame. 
Perhaps the rhetorical strategy of cross-gender identification will lead to 
                                                
291 For medical philosophers, the child redeems the mothers imperfect body. They also prefer the male 
body and view it as a more perfect version of the female body. The difference is that they see pregnancy as 
a signal that the female body is healthy and in good working order, while Paul sees pregnancy as evidence 
of the irrevocable iniquity of the present. 
292 Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 72. Kalmanofsky cites Jeremiah 13:21b-22 and 22:22-23, which 
reads very similarly in the LXX that Paul would have been more likely to know. 
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reformation and restoration. By insulting their manhood, the prophets hope to 
convey the pain and shame of Israel’s demise and inspire repentance.293  
 
In Romans, Paul deploys the image of the pregnant woman to communicate the horrible 
state of the world and all the people in it. Only those with specific knowledge of God and 
Christ can comprehend their own femininity and need for redemption. Paul asks his 
audience to get in touch with their flaws and encourages them to feel self-disgust, and 
thus know their own need for redemption. Knowing leads to the expectation of rescue, 
but only God can initiate the transformation. The pangs and weakness of pregnancy are 
the direct result of femininity, and not yet a result of the transformation that Paul sees on 
the horizon.  
 In 1 Corinthians, and 1 Thessalonians, Paul detaches sex from pregnancy and 
assigns it to the management of passions while his followers wait for the eschaton. In 
Romans, he transposes the bodily elements of pregnancy (the waiting, labor pain, and 
groaning) from the mundane and linear time of humanity into the cosmic, vertical, and 
apocalyptic domain. Paul works to make sex and pregnancy within his communities a 
method for controlling passions and thereby shifting hope for the future toward the 
eschaton. Romans applies the metaphor of pregnancy to a feminized and utterly depraved 
creation that requires an extraordinary event to redeem it. He characterizes the eschaton 
as a birth event that will provide new pneumatic bodies and a new kind of family for 
those who follow Christ and wish to live under the true reign of God. 
 
                                                
 
293 Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 74. 
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Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have outlined Paul’s discussion of the female body and his use of 
images of the pregnant body in order to highlight the polyvalent meanings and possible 
affects of his rhetorical work. Placing Paul’s apocalyptic images of pregnancy and 
childbirth within the context of Roman imperial images that also feature women and 
children showcases the differences and points of contention between Roman futurity and 
Paul’s apocalyptic expectations. The image of the reclining woman and her two healthy 
infants on the Tellus panel of the Ara Pacis communicates a message of security and 
fertility that promises continuous prosperity for Rome, its leaders, and its citizens. Paul’s 
images of women, pregnancy, and childbirth also have the future in mind, but Paul and 
his communities look forward to an eschatological birth event that will bring about the 
end of time rather than contributing to its continuation. While Paul’s rhetoric cannot be 
understood to correspond in any way to an image he never saw, a comparison between 
Paul’s images of women and Roman imperial images of women demonstrates that 
fertility, pregnancy, childbirth, and children were potent, shared symbols that conveyed 
notions of futurity. Perspectives on childbearing and what the future might entail, 
however, varied considerably in the ancient world as Paul’s eschatological expectations 
show.  
Paul’s eschaton includes the erasure of women and their reproductive capacities, 
but he finds the image of a pregnant woman’s body an apt metaphor for the ambiguous 
space between the present and future. The present situation is pregnant and on the verge 
of parturition and change. Childbirth, then, is the dangerous and painful period of 
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upheaval that will result in God’s ultimate victory and reign. The bodily performance of 
pregnancy that Paul deems no longer necessary for his followers is inextricably tied to the 
physical bodily changes he expects at the eschaton. Images of the pregnant body are 
disgusting to Paul, and childbirth is depicted as intrusive, loud, and painful. As Paul 
shows, pregnancy can feminize the subject to which it applies and highlight negative 
attributes, but in other apocalyptic texts that feature pregnancy and childbirth like 
Revelation 12, the favorable and redemptive qualities of the newborn infant are 
paramount. 
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Figures 
Figure 9. “Tellus Panel,” Ara Pacis. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE CHILDBIRTH NARRATIVE OF REVELATION 12 
Introduction 
The image of the pregnant woman clothed with the sun is a unique and stunning 
vignette that maps the turning point of John’s apocalypse onto the pregnant body of a 
woman.294 Written in the second half of the first century,295 John, the author and seer, 
states that he was writing while in exile on the island of Patmos.296 The first three 
chapters take on an epistolary form written as short notes addressed to seven churches in 
Asia Minor, and beginning in chapter 4, John narrates his experience “in the spirit” as his 
                                                
294 See Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, The Book of Revelation: Justice and Judgment (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 1998), 159-180; Adela Yarbro Collins, Crisis and Catharsis: The Power of the 
Apocalypse (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), 114; Felise Tavo, Woman, Mother, and Bride: An 
Exegetical Investigation into the “Ecclesial” Notions of the Apocalypse (Leuven: Peeters, 2007), 225. 
295 Some scholars propose an earlier date at the end of Nero’s reign in 68/69CE (shortly before the 
destruction of the Temple in 70CE), and some scholars propose a later date during the reign of Domitian. 
Others simply provide these dates as a general range of possibility. See David Frankfurter, “The Revelation 
to John,” in The Jewish Annotated New Testament, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Z. Brettler (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), 463. See also Christopher Rowland, The Open Heaven: A Study of 
Apocalyptic in Judaism and Early Christianity (New York: Crossroad, 1982), 403-406. Rowland favors an 
earlier date of 68CE citing the tumultuous year between Nero and Vespasian, also known as the year of the 
four emperors (Galba, Otho, Vitellius, and finally Vespasian), as evidence of upheaval and anxiety. See 
also John A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976), 238-42; 
David E. Aune, Revelation 1-5, Word Biblical Commentary 52a (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 
lvi-lxx, esp. lviii. Aune uniquely suggests there were two editions of Revelation and the resulting 
composite text reflects both an earlier and later date. Adele Y. Collins points out that the association 
between Babylon, destroyer of the first temple in 586BCE, did not likely come about until after Rome 
destroyed the second temple in 70CE (Collins, Crisis and Catharsis, 57-58). Externally, Irenaeus attests to 
the existence of Revelation saying that the visions were seen by the apostle John during the reign of 
Domitian (81-96CE). See Irenaeus, Against Heresies, V.30.3; and I.26.3. Eusebius mentions the reign of 
Domitian as particularly difficult for followers of Jesus in Hist. eccl. 3.17-18. For dating based on the seven 
kings mentioned in Rev 17:9-14 see Collins, Crisis and Catharsis, 58-64; and Leonard L. Thompson, The 
Book of Revelation: Apocalypse and Empire (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 13-17.  
296 Rev 1:9 reads, “I, John, your brother who share with you in Jesus the persecution and the kingdom 
and the patient endurance, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony 
of Jesus.” Traditionally, this John is thought to be the apostle, John son of Zebedee, but modern scholarship 
has questioned this association and concluded that there is no evidence that allows scholars to identify John 
of Patmos with any other Christian figure also called John. See Aune, Revelation 1-5, xlvii-lvi for a full 
summary and bibliography related to the question of authorship.  
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angelic mediators show and explain to him the truth of the cosmos.297 Revelation 4-21 is 
an apocalyptic prophecy that can be situated among other similar visionary literatures 
including Ezekiel, Daniel, 4 Ezra (2 Esdras 3-14), 1 and 2 Enoch, 2 Baruch, and the 
Apocalypse of Abraham, to name a few.298 The narrative of Revelation is an example of 
ekphrastic rhetoric designed to bring John’s vision to life in the minds of his readers or 
listeners, so they may also understand and be moved by God’s ultimate power and 
rightful claim to leadership.  
The apocalyptic genre and particularly the Apocalypse of John (Revelation) is 
complex and multivalent in such a way that each vision might have many interpretations. 
This discussion focuses on one possible interpretation of the image of the woman clothed 
with the sun, with special attention to the meaning and cultural relevance of her 
pregnancy and childbearing.299 Using imperial art and contemporary literature as points of 
                                                
297 Rev 4:1-2 “After this I looked, and there in heaven a door stood open! And the first voice, which I 
had heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place 
after this.” At once I was in the spirit, and there in heaven…” 
298 See John J. Collins, ed., Apocalypse: The Morphology of a Genre, Semeia 14 (Missoula, MT: 
Scholars Press, 1979). John Collins famously defined the apocalyptic genre as “a genre of revelatory 
literature with a narrative framework, in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a 
human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages 
eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another supernatural world.” See also John J. 
Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 5, in which he makes no changes or clarifications. Aune outlines 
Collins’ work and cites critics particularly highlighting the necessity of integrating form, content, and, 
function (Aune, Revelation 1-5, lxxvii-lxxi). See also Rowland, The Open Heaven, 9-14, esp. 14; Judith L. 
Kovacs, Christopher Rowland, and Rebekah Callow, Revelation: The Apocalypse of Jesus Christ (Malden, 
MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2004), 3; Frankfurter, “The Revelation to John,” 464. 
299 Much scholarship has been devoted to the other female characters of the apocalypse. For 
scholarship focusing on the Whore of Babylon see Stephen D. Moore, Untold Tales from the Book of 
Revelation: Sex and Gender, Empire and Ecology (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature Press, 2014), 
103-123; Tina Pippin, Apocalyptic Bodies: The Biblical End of the World in Text and Image (London: 
Routledge, 1999); Tina Pippin, Death and Desire: The Rhetoric of Gender in the Apocalypse of John 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992); Lynn Huber, Thinking and Seeing with Women in 
Revelation (London: Bloomsbury, 2013); and Barbara Rossing, The Choice between Two Cities: Whore, 
Bride, and Empire in the Apocalypse (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1999).  
	   
146 
comparison, in this chapter I argue that the image of the woman clothed with the sun 
giving birth seizes a Roman cultural semiotics of gender as it calls into question the 
legitimacy of existing power structures and dynastic succession. Viewing the parturient 
body of the woman clothed with the sun through the Roman institution of spectacle, 
John’s vision declares his community and its “mythological” characters as the honorable 
protagonists in a war against the illegitimate and corrupt power of Rome. The Sebasteion 
at Aphrodisias serves as a point of comparison in this chapter, but it is important to note 
that by comparing these images I do not intend to imply that Revelation responds to the 
Sebasteion or that the Sebasteion responds to Revelation. I bring these images together 
because they address similar themes of power through heavily gendered images of 
women’s bodies, and together provide a broader view of the “discursive world” in which 
arguments of legitimacy and futurity took place.300 
The previous chapters suggest that ancient perspectives on childbearing and 
images relating to it were complex and varied. Pregnancy offered evidence that the 
female body was excessive and fundamentally flawed according to Hippocratic authors 
and Galen; but pregnancy was also seen to be necessary for the continuation of humanity, 
considered healthy in most cases, and, as shown by material evidence, was desired and 
sought by many women. Paul uses pregnancy and the pain of childbirth to insult those 
who do not follow him and by extension do not follow Christ, but he also uses pregnancy 
to describe the hope and anticipation of creation leading up to the eschaton. John’s image 
                                                
300 See Nasrallah, Christian Responses, 12. 
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of the woman clothed with the sun is similarly complicated with positive and negative 
implications intertwined throughout his description of this woman and her travails.  
In what follows, I assume that no particular crisis preceded John’s visions beyond 
the schism he alludes to in the first three chapters of his work and what he admits as his 
own hardships (e.g. exile, fear, pain, etc.). Alongside most recent scholarship, I engage 
Revelation, or more specifically its image of the woman clothed with the sun in labor, as 
a vision described within in a context of imperial rule infused by violence and fear. John 
expresses the psychological stress of oppression (real or perceived) and a desire for 
liberation.301 This reading invites an application of post-colonial theory as a suitable lens 
for discussing the power struggle John envisions ensuing between God and the Roman 
imperial order. John’s descriptions of his visions may also be interpreted as an expression 
of repressed impulses and desires in the form of horrific fantasies, which have been 
helpfully addressed in a contemporary context through a psychoanalytical perspective.302 
                                                
301 Reflecting on the need to continue analysis without a definitive crisis with which to ground her 
arguments, Adele Y. Collins, echoing John Gager, wrote, “Most interpreters seem to assume that the 
occasion of the book must have been an objectively intense and extensive crisis of which the author had 
personal experience. This axiom can be questioned from the perspective of recent psychological, 
sociological, and anthropological studies. Relative, not absolute or objective deprivation is a common 
precondition of millenarian movements. In other words, the crucial element is not so much whether one is 
actually oppressed as whether one feels oppressed” (Collins, Crisis and Catharsis, 84). Emphasis included 
in original text. See also John G. Gager, Kingdom and Community: The Social World of Early Christianity 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1975), 27. Collins’ work allayed the scholarly obligation to point to 
an official crisis and offered an opportunity for scholars to focus on other aspects of Revelation putting it in 
conversation with archaeology, art history, psychology, and most recently affect theory. Tina Pippin’s 
book, Death and Desire: The Rhetoric of Gender in the Apocalypse of John, drew on Collins’ work, and 
showed concretely the ways in which catharsis and liberation (both real and imagined) is achieved at the 
expense of an “other”—in Pippin’s examples, specifically women (Pippin, Death and Desire, 19). 
302 See Frankfurter, Evil Incarnate, 136, 244 n. 20. I do not seek to engage the seer’s behaviors, but 
rather the fantasies he narrates that resonated enough to be preserved. See also Norman Cohn, Europe's 
Inner Demons: An Enquiry Inspired by the Great Witch-Hunt (New York: Basic Books, 1975), 258. Cohn 
writes, “I believe, and have believed for the last thirty years, that in so far as the insights of psycho-analysis 
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Revelation is often read as though it were some kind of code meant to communicate the 
method God will use to intervene and right the wrongs committed against God’s people, 
but it seems unlikely that what this text communicates is so direct.303 I resist this kind of 
deconstructive reading and instead present the image of the woman clothed with the sun 
as an attempt to bring imperial rule into view and contribute to a broad conversation 
about gender, power, and futurity.  
Pregnancy and Childbirth in the Book of Revelation 
In Revelation 12:1-17, the pregnant woman clothed in sun stands (or more likely 
crouches) about to give birth into the mouth of a dragon, in what scholars call the second 
cycle of visions.304 The woman has been interpreted as a representation of several 
different people and/or collective groups. Yet, the apocalyptic images often resist 
straightforward definition, and so definitive ideas about who the woman might represent 
are varied and often unstable. Verses 12:1-6 read as follows:  
                                                                                                                                            
can be brought to bear on history at all, collective fantasies or (in the widest sense of the term) social myths 
constitute the most fruitful field for their application.” 
303 Pippin, Death and Desire, 20. 
304 See Adela Y. Collins, The Combat Myth in the Book of Revelation (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 
1976), 5-44 esp. 40; and Aune, Revelation 1-5, xci-xcii. The structure of the narrative portion of Revelation 
is difficult because as several scholars have observed, there are as many structural interpretations as there 
are interpreters (Tavo, Woman, Mother, and Bride, 25-45; and Collins, Combat Myth, 8). For a general 
overview of structure see Aune, Revelation 1-5, xc-cv, esp. xci. For Aune, the complexity in structure 
comes from a prolonged period of production including research and editing. Regarding the unity of 12:1-
17 Collins writes, “The relationship between 12:5 (prediction) and 19:11-21, 20:4-6 (fulfillment) thus 
functions as a kind of literary bracket, framing the material in between and qualifying it as eschatological 
period between the heavenly installation and earthly manifestation of the messiah” (Collins, Combat Myth, 
28). The narrative works to highlight the child as the main character, priming the audience for his 
reappearance later on to fulfill the prophecy. The function of the vision of the woman clothed with the sun 
in a structural sense is that it “interprets the persecution faced and expected by the first readers of the book 
by placing it within the framework of a cosmic conflict” (Collins, Combat Myth, 37). 
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A great portent appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon 
under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. She was pregnant and was 
crying out in birthpangs, in the agony of giving birth. Then another portent 
appeared in heaven: a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, and seven 
diadems on his heads. His tail swept down a third of the stars of heaven and threw 
them to the earth. Then the dragon stood before the woman who was about to bear 
a child, so that he might devour her child as soon as it was born. And she gave 
birth to a son, a male child, who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron. But 
her child was snatched away and taken to God and to his throne; and the woman 
fled into the wilderness, where she has a place prepared by God, so that there she 
can be nourished for one thousand two hundred sixty days. 
These verses describe a woman in childbirth and a gruesome confrontation with a dragon 
against a heavenly backdrop, and scholars have attempted to account for this scene by 
appealing to similar mythologies within contemporaneous cultures. This approach is 
helpful in so much as it situates the image of the woman within a broad cultural context, 
but few engage the pregnancy of the woman and what her pregnancy means within the 
context of an apocalypse.  
 
The Woman Clothed with the Sun: A Brief History of Interpretation 
Adela Y. Collins points out how closely the situation of the woman clothed with the 
sun resembles the birth narrative of Apollo, particularly Python’s pursuit of his mother 
Leto.305 Collins also notes that the description of the woman clothed with the sun can be 
interpreted in light of other depictions of the “queen of Heaven,” for example, the 
description of Isis in Apuleius’ Metamorphosis.306 The cultural influence of combat 
myths over this narrative has been well established since Collins work in 1976, and even 
                                                
305 Hyginus, Fabulae, 140 
306 Collins, Combat Myth, 66-73. 
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further back to include Bousett in 1906 who suggested the Isis-Osiris-Horus-Typhon 
myth as a close parallel.307 These mythological parallels suggest that John is depending 
on a literary trope that associates divine mothers with fighting for their own lives and 
their children all in the interest of rightful cosmic sovereignty. Revelation 12 might be 
interpreted as an early Jewish/Christian version of such a myth that works as a “kind of 
narrative apologetic in which traditional Greek stories are shown to validate important 
aspects of the Christian gospel.”308 It is no surprise, then, to find comparable narratives 
within the wider Greco-Roman culture of which John of Patmos was a part. The child the 
woman clothed with the sun gives birth to is meant to be viewed as a rightful leader 
endorsed and sanctioned by God. The difference in John’s narrative lies in the fact that 
imbedded within his myth is also a prophecy. There is some expectation that his myth 
will have a relationship to the future, which has led many scholars on a search for the 
most apt historical counterpart to his characters. The woman clothed with the sun proves 
particularly difficult in terms of this task, and has therefore accrued a variety of 
interpretations. Modern scholars have identified the woman clothed with the sun as 
Israel; the church; Mary, mother of Christ; Eve; and even as the Jews.309 The image of this 
symbolic woman seems to have many meanings, as her femininity, pregnancy, birth pain, 
                                                
307 David E. Aune, Revelation 6-16, Word Biblical Commentary 52b (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 
1998), 667-674. See also Wilhelm Bousset, and Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer, Die Offenbarung 
Johannis (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1906), 350-356; Collins, Combat Myth, 62-63. 
308 Aune, Revelation 6-16, 713. See also Ian Boxall, The Revelation of Saint John (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2006), 147-148, 181. 
309 See Flory T. Malloy, “‘She Labored to Give Birth’: A Study of the Birth-Pangs Motif in Rev 12:2.” 
(PhD diss., Catholic University of America, 2014), 1-45. 
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and her presence both in heaven and on earth does not readily to correspond to any one 
character.  
The underlying reason for this complication is that the woman’s description in 
12:1-6 and 12:13-17 each have their own distinct set of possible referents. At first, she 
appears as an astral spectre complete with otherworldly features and costume. Later, she 
appears on earth only to be pursued there again by the dragon after it has been displaced 
from heaven. Revelation 12:13-17 reads,  
So when the dragon saw that he had been thrown down to the earth, he pursued 
the woman who had given birth to the male child. But the woman was given the 
two wings of the great eagle, so that she could fly from the serpent into the 
wilderness, to her place where she is nourished for a time, and times, and half a 
time. Then from his mouth the serpent poured water like a river after the woman, 
to sweep her away with the flood. But the earth came to the help of the woman; it 
opened its mouth and swallowed the river that the dragon had poured from his 
mouth. Then the dragon was angry with the woman, and went off to make war on 
the rest of her children, those who keep the commandments of God and hold the 
testimony of Jesus. 
The woman, with no indication that she too had been cast out of heaven, is attacked by 
the dragon. She’s missing her characteristic crown and sun-clothes, but on earth she is 
given wings with which she rescues herself and flies to safety (again in the wilderness). 
The dragon, then, turns its attention to other children the reader did not know the woman 
had, all of whom are described as “those who keep the commandments of God and hold 
the testimony of Jesus” (Rev 12:17). The woman, who bears the infant ruler in heaven 
and flees the dragon on earth, seems to be in two places at once. She is semi-divine and 
semi-human making fully human referents awkward and difficult.310  
                                                
310 Some scholars interpret the birth scene of Rev. 12:1-5 in terms of the Messiah’s death rather than a 
birth by virtue of an imperial association between celebrations of accession days and birthdays. See Tavo, 
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 Collins, Boxall, and Caird, all favoring consistency over a fragmented narrative, 
interpret the woman clothed with the sun as a collective Israel, who gives birth to the 
messiah.311 Aune breaks the narrative into two interpretations and understands the woman 
as Mary and the child as Jesus in 12:1-6, but in 12:13-17 shifts the woman into the 
persona of the Christian church (as v. 17 specifically refers to the woman’s other 
children).312 The idea that the woman clothed with the sun equates roughly to Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, seems unlikely because, if it had been intended, it could have been 
handled in much more specific terms.313 At the end of Revelation when the new 
Jerusalem becomes the bride of Christ, an Oedipal problem arises if readers assume that 
the woman clothed with the sun has survived in the wilderness and is written in the Book 
                                                                                                                                            
Woman, Mother, and Bride, 4-6; Boxall, Revelation, 180-181; Collins, Combat Myth, 105; G. B. Caird, A 
Commentary on the Revelation of St. John the Divine (London: Black, 1984), 149; and Aune, Revelation 6-
16, 689. Aune argues that it is at best a secondary application. Collins cites these differences as conclusive 
evidence that the story was not originally formatted for Christian use. Regarding Jewish celebration of 
Herod’s accession see Clemens Leonhard, “‘Herod’s Days’ and the Development of Jewish and Christian 
Festivals,” in Jewish Identity and Politics between the Maccabees and Bar Kokhba: Groups, Normativity, 
and Rituals, ed. Benedikt Eckhardt (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 189-208; Kathryn Argetsinger, “Birthday Rituals: 
Friends and Patrons in Roman Poetry and Cult,” ClAnt 11, no. 2 (1992), 175-193; and W. Horbury, 
“Herod’s Temple,” Templum Amicitiae: Essays on the Second Temple presented to Ernst Bammel, ed. W. 
Hornbury (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 111. Horbury lists examples including, Josephus, AJ, 
19.321(Agrippa’s accession festival), and 15.423 (general association between birthdays and accessions). 
311 Many criticize this notion saying there is no Hebrew Bible precursor that allows a collective to give 
birth to an individual. Yet, with the genealogies of Jesus in Matthew and Luke tracing his line back as far 
as King David and even Adam respectively, it implies that a collective family of Israel is always giving 
birth to individuals. See Collins, Combat Myth, 106-7; Boxall, Revelation, 178-79. Boxall notes, “In short, 
she is the heavenly counterpart of the community of the faithful (and John makes no harsh distinction 
between Israel and the Church)” (Boxall, Revelation, 178). See also Caird, A Commentary on the 
Revelation, 148-49. 
312 Aune, Revelation 6-16, 712.  
313 Tavo explains, “As we have seen, the use of γυνή instead of παρθένος in v. 1b points to an author 
who was thinking of Israel instead of Mary. Further, the total absence of any mariological allusion in the 
Apocalypse argues in favor of an author who did not find the historical mother of Jesus unimportant but 
rather uncalled for in view of his purpose in the narrative. Hence a secondary reference to Mary is possible 
but only as an accommodated reading of the text” (Tavo, Woman, Mother, and Bride, 288). 
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of Life. Absorbed within the collective new Jerusalem, the son marries his mother and 
incestuously his brothers and sisters (“the rest of her children”). The broad strokes of the 
collective Israel interpretation, favored by many interpreters, is helpful in that it can 
circumscribe and hold the other options together within the realm of possibility and does 
not put limits on the potential meaning of the polyvalent image. Such an ambiguous 
character referent, however, could point to a much different conclusion—that the woman 
clothed with the sun does not matter to the larger narrative beyond her pregnancy and the 
birth of the child. In that case, it may be more helpful to interpret her in terms of her 
characteristics rather than her character. Her characteristics—her femininity, pregnancy, 
and her suffering—expose her deficiencies. As she embodies the need for intervention 
and rescue, her body becomes a doorway or bridge between the divine realm of God and 
the mortal world. Once the savior enters the picture, the door is shut and locked as it has 
become wholly unnecessary.  
 
Vocabulary and Significance 
 The terms for pregnancy in Revelation come from 12:2 which reads, “She was 
pregnant and was crying out in birthpangs, in the agony of giving birth.” Rendered in 
their original Greek, the term denoting her pregnancy is ἐν γαστρὶ ἔχουσα, meaning to 
have in gastêr or to be pregnant; κράζει ὠδίνουσα, meaning to call out in the pain of 
childbirth; and finally βασανιζομένη τεκεῖν, which refers to the torture (rendered agony 
in the NRSV) of childbearing. Some of this vocabulary for pregnancy and labor pains is 
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familiar from medical literature and apocalyptic thought discussed previously, but 
describing childbirth as torturous is unique.  
 
Pregnant (ἐν γαστρὶ ἔχουσα) 
The terms that denote the pregnancy (ἐν γαστρὶ ἔχουσα) of the woman clothed 
with the sun are exactly the same words that Paul used (as discussed in Chapter 2). 
Again, the terms are neutral. The way Paul used the terms in 1 Thess. 5:3 to describe the 
reaction cowardly soldiers might have in battle is, however, decidedly negative. The 
woman clothed with the sun, in contrast, is without doubt a positive figure. Her 
pregnancy seems positive in that she gives birth to a child who will become a man of 
very high status—“a son, a male child, who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron” 
(Rev 12:5). In Roman terms, this is the best a mother could hope for: a male child that 
will become a high status leader of the community, who will be able to provide for her in 
her old age. John seems to be playing with this notion of social status in Roman terms 
and applying it on a cosmic level to communicate to his community the extent of the 
child’s and the mother’s elevated status. The mothers of high ranking leaders were often 
venerated—for example Cornelia mother of the Grachii314 and Julia Domna.315 
                                                
314 The Augustan porticoe of Octavia, remodeled by Octavia herself and her son Marcellus before his 
death, included an image of Cornelia, mother of Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus (the Gracchi). The image of 
Cornelia may have replaced a different goddess. See Pliny, NH, 34.31; Margaret L. Woodhull, “Imperial 
Mothers and Monuments in Rome,” in Mothering and Motherhood in Ancient Greece and Rome, eds. 
Petersen, Lauren Hackworth, and Patricia B. Salzman-Mitchell (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2012), 
229-230; Elaine Fantham, Women in the Classical World: Image and Text (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994), 265. See also E. A. Hemelrijk, “Octavian and the Introduction of Public Statues for Women in 
Rome,” Athenaeum: Studi Periodici di Letteratura e Storia dell’ Antichità 93 (2005): 312-13; B. Ruck, 
“Das Denkmal der Cornelia in Rom,” Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts, Römische 
	   
155 
 Temporally speaking, the narrative John presents is non-linear, in that the status 
of the mother depends on the son who has yet to achieve the foretold status of divine 
ruler. The woman’s status as semi-divine seems to be based on her bearing the child, yet 
she is manifest in heaven before she has given birth to the child. As I will address below, 
the many facets of her potential identity play into her complex and variable persona and 
status. The child’s status, however, is unquestionable. He is born to a semi-divine female 
figure in heaven and escapes the danger presented by the dragon when he is whisked 
away to God and God’s throne.316 
 
Crying out in Labor Pains (κράζει ὠδίνουσα) 
The woman clothed with the sun does not speak, but she cries out (κράζει) in 
labor pains (ὠδίνουσα), similar to the vocalizations of creation that Paul describes in 
                                                                                                                                            
Abteilung 111 (2004): 477-494. See also Parkin, Demography and Roman Society, 114; 189 n. 102; 
Martial, Epigrams, 10.63.  
315 See Lauren Petersen and Patricia Salzman-Mitchell, “The Public and Private Faces of Mothering 
and Motherhood in Classical Antiquity,” in Mothering and Motherhood in Ancient Greece and Rome, eds. 
Lauren Hackworth Petersen, and Patricia B. Salzman-Mitchell (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2012), 
17-18; Natalie Kampen, Family Fictions in Roman Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 
82-103; Barbara Levick, Julia Domna, Syrian Empress (London: Routledge, 2007), 93. 
316 Note the similarities to the story of Moses. When Moses was born, Pharaoh ordered male Israelite 
babies drowned in the Nile, but he was saved. Similarly, the woman clothed with the sun gave birth to a son 
in a very dangerous situation in heaven, and God saved the child. After Moses grows up and establishes 
himself as leader of the Israelite people, he parts the Red Sea so the Israelites can cross to safety on the 
other side. In Revelation’s narrative, the dragon is thrown down from heaven and pursues the woman 
clothed with the sun attempting to sweep her away with a river pouring from its mouth. Then, the earth 
opens up to swallow the river and allows the woman to escape to safety. The oppressive Pharaoh is very 
similar to the oppressive dragon, and the miracles that defy the laws of nature and ultimately save each 
protagonist serve as proof that God and God’s creation is more powerful than any earthly ruler. 
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Romans 8.317 In these scenes, Paul and John view childbirth as unmistakably loud. 
Comparison to similar language in the Septuagint yields two interesting points. First, the 
verb κράζω is used of women in childbirth only once in the Septuagint version of Isaiah 
26:17-9. There, it is used within a simile, comparing the way a woman cries out in labor 
pains to the way Zion suffered to no avail until God’s intervention. The more typical use 
denotes peoples or the oppressed and afflicted calling God to move against their 
oppressors or to help and relieve them.318 Second, in Exodus 32:17 and Joshua 6:16 this 
verb is associated with the sounds of war (φωνὴ πολέμου) and battle/victory cries. In 
“Like Warrior Like Woman,” Katheryn Darr highlights the comparison of God’s 
vocalizations to those of a woman in labor in the Hebrew Bible version of Isaiah 42:10-
17. In so doing, Darr connects the notions of birth and battle contained in Isaiah 42:13-14 
using “auditory perception.”319 She writes, “We hear Yahweh when Yahweh acts like a 
woman in labor, gasping and panting with a force that shatters the prolonged silence of 
the past… In v 13, too, we hear Yahweh when Yahweh acts like a warrior and shrieks the 
battle cry.”320 The vocalizations of the woman clothed with the sun as she gives birth to 
the savior function as a battle cry of sorts, as a battle follows directly in 12:7-12. The 
                                                
317 The verb συστενάζω (στενάζω) used by Paul in Romans 8:22 to denote groaning in labor pain is 
not a construction used in the Septuagint at all. See Hatch and Redpath, Septuagint Concordance, 1288. 
There does not seem to be any specific wording used exclusively to describe the sounds a woman makes 
when giving birth. 
318 See Gen 41:55; Ex 5:8, 22:23, 32:17. For a full list consult Hatch and Redpath, Septuagint 
Concordance, 781-82. 
319 Darr, “Like Warrior Like Woman,” 567. 
320 Darr, “Like Warrior Like Woman,” 567. The Septuagint version is less focused on God’s 
vocalizations, but the results are the same. 
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identity of the woman clothed with the sun as the heavenly church/Israel lends itself to 
this idea implying that the cries to God for help and salvation in the act of giving birth are 
answered immediately within the identity of the male child. As God’s voice, likened to 
the voice of a woman in labor, signals both destruction and salvific creativity according 
to Darr, so too does the voice of the woman clothed with the sun work to create the 
circumstances preceding God’s necessary intervention and begin the war that will put 
down the earthly powers in opposition to God. Groaning in labor pains is a common 
reference, but John continues to elaborate on the cries of the woman clothed with the sun, 
suggesting that she was experiencing a particularly difficult birth. 
 
The Torture of Giving Birth (βασανιζομένη τεκεῖν) 
Her vocalizations indicate distress, but John’s description of her as being tortured 
in giving birth emphasizes her pain and places it outside the realm of normalcy. This term 
for torture is a specific term used often in legal settings or even in war as a method of 
extracting some kind of information or truth.321 Josephus uses this word liberally in the 
Jewish War, and it can be found elsewhere in the Septuagint, most notably with in 2 and 
4 Maccabees which recounts the martyrdom stories of Eleazar and the seven brothers and 
                                                
321 The new issue of Biblical Interpretation is devoted to Page DuBois and her work on the relationship 
between torture and truth. Some elements of those discussions seem to be at work in Revelation, 
particularly in the description of childbirth as “torture.” The torture of the pregnant woman clothed with the 
sun is productive, and she gives birth to the infant who will rule rightfully under God. Her torture produces 
the truth, which is God’s ultimate power and sovereignty. The interiority and receptacle qualities of the 
female body are containment for truth as well as the fetus. See Page DuBois, Torture and Truth (New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 75-91; Virginia Burrus, “Torture, Truth, & the Witnessing Body: Reading 
Christian Martyrdom with Page DuBois,” BibInt 25, no. 1 (2017): 5-18 (esp. 15-16); Kate Cooper, “The 
Voice of the Victim: Gender, Representation and Early Christian Martyrdom,” BJRL 80, no. 3 (1998): 147-
57. 
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their mother.322 How, then, does this term fit within the context of childbirth? Like other 
Hebrew Bible references to childbirth, this term communicates inescapability. However, 
in 1 Thess. 5:3 the image is a negative one intending to describe men who fail to act like 
men in the face of pain and danger; in Jeremiah, these references communicate the horror 
of impending doom and cross-gender identification.323 The woman clothed with the sun, 
on the other hand, is not a negative character. Based on her heavenly location and 
otherworldly description, it seems she is the silent heroine of Revelation 12 (except, of 
course, for her cries during labor)—and because she is pregnant and giving birth, she is 
behaving appropriately. Considering the horror of her situation with a dragon poised to 
receive her child, she is even behaving bravely. She is acting as a warrior, and her 
pregnancy seems to be her weapon of choice. The non-linear structure of time in 
Revelation makes this birth an act of defiance and rebellion; the woman clothed with the 
sun, then, is a warrior/mother and she gives birth to rebellion. The cries of pain due to the 
torture of childbirth work to emphasize aspects of her character that the description of her 
location and clothing do not—her mortality and her connection to the material world.  
The torture the heavenly woman endures to give birth connects her to humanity 
and the curse of painful childbearing levied against Eve in Genesis 3:16. The woman, 
then, is not fully divine but seems to have one foot in heaven and the other on earth. She 
                                                
322 The seven brothers are explicitly tortured. The work refers to the methods used against their bodies. 
Josephus even tells a version of this story in Antiquities of the Jews 14.15. The martyrdom story of Eleazar 
and the seven brothers and their mother from 2 Macc. 7 likely inspired the story in 4 Maccabees that 
dominates most of the narrative (Eleazar 5:1-8:2, Seven Brothers and their Mother 8:3-17:1). For more 
historical information on these stories see Daniel Joslyn-Siemiatkoski, Christian Memories of the 
Maccabean Martyrs (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 13-28.  
323 Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s Baby,” 72-74. 
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is complex figure that combines active women warriors who cry out in battle and passive 
women suffering in childbirth. Her pregnancy and uncontrolled cries showcase the 
weakness and deficiency embodied within female anatomy.324 Her flawed and penetrable 
body works under the power of God as a means of production through which God has 
chosen to inaugurate God’s reign. Unlike the Hebrew Bible examples in Jeremiah and 1 
Thessalonians, this apocalyptic birth is unequivocally positive and the character of the 
woman, while deeply flawed and susceptible to torture via childbirth, is positive as well 
in that she does not give in to the dragon and functions as part of God’s redemptive plan. 
The woman clothed with the sun suffers in childbirth with bravery in light of the 
immediate threat of the dragon. In many ways, she resembles the mother in 4 Maccabees 
who watches her seven sons be tortured and killed for refusing to eat “defiling food.”325 
The unnamed mother is acknowledged to be “weak” (like all mothers) by virtue of her 
reproductive capacities and particularly her birth pangs, but through devotion to God, she 
displays masculine strength and overcomes her emotions rooted in her excessive female 
physicality.326 This trope is not unique to 4 Maccabees, but can also be seen in narratives 
from the Gospel of Thomas, The Acts of Paul and Thecla, and The Martyrdom of 
                                                
324 As a woman, she’s expected to behave this way. Her pregnancy emphasizes her hollowness and 
penetrability, yet as the Hippocratic authors suggest a woman’s is most masculine while pregnant with her 
excesses being put to good use as nourishment for the growing fetus. Stephen Moore and Janice Capel 
Anderson, “Taking it Like a Man: Masculinity in 4 Maccabees,” Journal of Biblical Literature 117, no. 2 
(1998): 265-66. 
325 See also 2 Maccabees 7. 
326 4 Maccabees 15:4-5 reads, “In what manner might I express the emotions of parents who love their 
children? We impress upon the character of a small child a wondrous likeness both of mind and of form. 
Especially is this true of mothers, who because of their birth pangs have a deeper sympathy toward their 
offspring than do the fathers. Considering that mothers are the weaker sex and give birth to many, they are 
more devoted to their children.” See also Moore and Anderson, “Taking it Like a Man,” 266.  
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Perpetua and Felicitas.327 The image of Omphale on the birth amulet addressed in 
Chapter 1 also comes to mind. Omphale crouches proudly pregnant, defending herself 
with the club of Heracles in hand. Omphale is not a victim, but a victor. The woman 
clothed with the sun combines traits that simultaneously highlight her femininity and 
emphasize the masculine strength of her devotion to God and her maternal purpose even 
under significant duress.  
 
Arts, Empire, and Affect  
 The text of Revelation’s childbirth narrative employs various rhetorical arts to 
create images in the interest of guiding the emotions of readers/hearers toward and away 
from certain characters within the narrative. John employs ekphrasis, a Greek rhetorical 
mode that uses words to create or recreate the experience of seeing, very effectively. In 
one sense, John’s ekphrasis may portray a kind of code or satire available only to those 
“in the know,” but in another it must be intelligible within the context of daily life in the 
Roman Empire. Modern scholars have pointed out this paradox explaining that while 
John’s narrative speaks against various aspects of Roman rule, his work remains firmly 
rooted within the context of Roman culture. An important institution within Roman 
culture was spectacle, which provides a framework for John’s narrative construction of 
and encounters with Roman culture as “other.” His story plays on the emotions and 
desires of his readers/hearers, and these emotional aspects work to orient his audience 
                                                
327 See Moore and Anderson, “Taking it Like a Man,” 267-8. I’ve added the Acts of Paul and Thecla to 
the list, as Thecla chooses men’s clothing before setting off to teach. Her cross-dressing highlights her 
transition from female to male as she follows Paul and God.  
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toward and away from various characters by eliciting a careful mix of happiness, disgust, 
shame, fear, and horror. The mixture of these elements within John’s narrative produces 
an alternative to the Roman imperial system by generating new social, political, and 
psychological orientations through a familiar cultural framework. 
 
Ekphrasis in John 
 The image of the woman clothed with the sun is loud and bloody and in it, John 
communicates to his readers/hearers through lively description employing the ancient 
technique of ekphrasis. This technique, as described in educational handbooks 
(progymnasmata), was designed to create a description of an image so vivid and 
complete that the hearer or reader experienced it visually.328 John’s text employs this 
method to allow his readers/hearers to watch the drama of cosmic combat unfold.329 He 
                                                
328 See Jas Elsner, “Between Mimesis and Divine Power: Visuality in the Greco-Roman World,” in 
Visuality Before and Beyond the Renaissance: Seeing as Others Saw, ed. Robert S. Nelson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 45-52; Frilingos, Spectacle, 46-50, 139 n. 34; Rossing, Between Two 
Cities, 23-5; Shadi Bartsch, Decoding the Ancient Novel: The Reader and the Role of Description in 
Heliodorus and Achilles Tatius (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), 3-39; Lynn R. Huber, 
Thinking and Seeing with Women in Revelation (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 10-33. 
329 See Rossing, Between Two Cities, 23-25; Annette Weissenrieder, “Images for Seeing—Images for 
Hearing? On the Limitations of Visual Art as Ekphrasis in Revelation 17,” in Tendentious Bible. Essays in 
Honor of Robert B. Coote, ed. Marvin L. Chaney, Uriah Y. Kim and Annette Schellenberg (Sheffield: 
Phoenix Press, 2014); Robyn J. Whitaker, Ekphrasis, Vision, and Persuasion in the Book of Revelation 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 215-39; Jennifer Knust, “Enemies and Friends of the State: Ancient 
Prophecy in Context Late First-Century Christian Apocalyptic: Revelation,” in Enemies and Friends of the 
State: Ancient Prophecy in Context, ed. Christopher A. Rollston (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, forthcoming); 
and Andrew R. Guffey, “Unseeing the Shown, Showing the Unseen: The Images of John’s Apocalypse and 
the Visual Culture of Ancient Asia Minor” (PhD diss., University of Virginia, 2014). Guffey argues that the 
images in Revelation only “obliquely” resonate with images in Asia Minor and explains the similarities in 
terms of “deep cultural resonance,” but his focus is their ekphrastic function rather than reading them 
against ancient political, cultural, and gender hierarchies (Guffey, “Unseeing the Shown,” i). Guffey may 
underplay his hand by suggesting no dependence between images in John and those of Asia Minor. My 
analysis will show women’s bodies as integral elements of arguments relating to imperialism, political 
sovereignty, and social status in both Revelation and Roman material remains.  
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evokes familiar themes from the Hebrew Bible, and broader culture in order to create his 
own alternative (but familiar) world, and through the act of writing he and his angelic 
mediators invite his readers/hearers to participate in this new order (Rev 1:11).330 John’s 
vision, like much of prophetic imagery, is like a painting his readers/hearers do not have 
the privilege to see. His apocalypse lifts a veil temporally, between the present and the 
future, and spatially, between heaven and earth—only to expose another boundary 
between language and visual experience.331 The images described in John’s apocalypse 
are limited by the constraints of language and imagination, and so he relies heavily on 
images already available to his readers/hearers through memory and experience. This 
means that John’s apocalypse is ambiguous in its attempts to convey other-worldly 
visions and ideas in terms of that which is known. Weissenrieder articulates this problem 
in Revelation’s images:  
The allure that images hold in their associated media, oral and written texts, is 
ambivalent: on the one hand, it is based on the common assumption that images 
represent reality without emblematic blending. The difficulty of such a connection 
is that images, because of their semiotic density, communicate an open reservoir 
of sense, which is neither limited nor focused.332 
She makes it clear that literary images lend themselves naturally to a variety of 
interpretations. Revelation could present satiristic code, but the images also had to make 
sense also within a Roman context. 
                                                
330 See Whitaker, Ekphrasis, Vision, and Persuasion, 1-2, 6; Weissenrieder, “Images for Seeing—
Images for Hearing?,” 218. 
331 Whitaker calls this a “visual paradox” (Ekphrasis, Vision, and Persuasion, 2). 
332 Weissenrieder, “Images for Seeing—Images for Hearing?,” 216. 
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 Focusing specifically on the woman clothed with the sun, the image of pregnancy 
and birth becomes an important point of comparison between John’s work and 
contemporary Roman culture. As shown in the first chapter, childbirth was extremely 
important to the wellbeing of aristocratic society, so much so that it was officially 
sanctioned for the elite in legal terms. Still, femininity and the anatomical mechanics 
thought to enable a woman to carry a child to term were viewed negatively as bodily 
imperfections. Watching the woman clothed with the sun give birth in the midst of a 
heavenly apocalyptic war juxtaposes the bodily inferiority of women with the hope and 
futurity their bodies ensure, creating a difficult paradox. As John’s rhetoric works 
ekprhastically to make it possible to see what cannot be seen, it makes the argument that 
the inherently flawed body of the woman clothed with the sun is God’s point of entry into 
the world through which his intervention and salvation will come.  
 
Spectacle 
 Pregnancy, an important part of the Roman cultural program, was encouraged 
through art and iconography, and John uses pregnancy and childbearing within his 
narrative spectacle to signify dynastic legitimacy within the “family” of the one true God 
as an alternative to similar claims put forth by emperors and their families.333 Embedding 
the apocalypse within Roman culture rather than in opposition to it, Frilingos argues that, 
“Roman spectacles… not only captured the imagination, they also simultaneously 
                                                
333 See Malloy, “She Labored,” 14, 16; Boxall, Revelation, 175-181; Caird, A Commentary on the 
Revelation, 147-48. 
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constructed and expressed a subjectivity of the viewing self for Roman audiences. 
Revelation likewise narrated spectacles for its ancient Jewish audience, thus participating 
in discursive formations already available in the Roman Empire.”334 The visual images 
John presents turn the combat myth of Revelation 12 into a cosmic spectacle. These 
images make use of the Roman ideology, iconography, and displays of power familiar to 
those under the control of Rome who were accustomed to its governance, institutions, 
and therefore, its images.335 As part of this spectacle, John features the procreative female 
body, and comments relentlessly on its violability and need for protection against 
threatening forces from without, highlighting the masculinity and the power of God. 
Revelation works with the iconography, symbols, and ideology of the dominant Roman 
culture in favor of childbearing to imagine, portray, and legitimize a situation where 
those who follow God may rightfully attain dynastic power and rule on earth under God’s 
divine reign.  
John’s apocalypse effectively creates an alternative world where God rules and 
his people are the elite. Within this narrative world, John creates an apocalyptic spectacle 
                                                
334 Frilingos, Spectacle, 9. 
335 Frilingos grounds his thesis within the theoretical works of Michel Foucault and post-colonial 
theorists Edward Said and Homi Bhabha. These are important theoretical works to address the political and 
cultural situation of John’s Apocalypse, particularly its cathartic effectiveness. See Frilingos, Spectacle, 9-
13; Michel Foucault, “Afterward: The Subject and Power,” in Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and 
Hermeneutics, ed. Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rainbow (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 
216-26; Michel Foucault, and Robert Hurley, The History of Sexuality (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 
68; Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1994), 7-9; Edward W. Said, The World, the 
Text, and the Critic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), 35; Homi K. Bhabha, The Location 
of Culture (London: Routledge, 2004), 86-89. 
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sponsored by God instead of local elites or the Roman emperor.336 Portraying Rome as a 
dragon in Rev 12, John’s apocalypse includes elements of an animal hunt (venationes) in 
which God exerts control over the strange many headed dragon through his angels, and 
they successfully subdue it and eject it from heaven.337 On a second stage (the earth) the 
hunt begins again, and concludes with a bloody feast (19:17-21) and the final immolation 
of the dragon in a lake of fire and sulfur (20:1-10). The essential characters of this 
spectacle are the dragon (the animal), God’s angels/Christ (the hunters), and John and his 
readers/hearers (spectators). Spectacles produced a variety of results, not the least of 
which was displaying  power over various strange animals and peoples.  
The spectacle also “constructed and expressed a subjectivity of the viewing 
self.”338 The role of the woman in this cosmic spectacle is unclear until this ancient 
concept of seeing is taken into account. The woman in childbirth is vulnerable and 
threatened by both the dragon and the gaze of John and his reader/hearers. The woman 
clothed with the sun is penetrable or vulnerable on two different levels: first, as a woman 
expected to exhibit sexual passivity (and thus be penetrated), and second, as the object of 
the gaze of John and his narrative audience. “The penetration grid,” Frilingos explains, 
                                                
336 See Frilingos, Spectacle, 28-30; See also Mitchell Stephen, Anatolia: Land, Men, and Gods in Asia 
Minor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), I.110; Keith Hopkins, Death and Renewal (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983), 13 n. 21; and Steven J. Friesen, Twice Neokoros: Ephesus, Asia, and 
the Cult of the Flavian Imperial Family (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1993), 77. See also Martyrdom of Polycarp 
12:2.  
337 A great deal of research has been done on animal hunts, and other kinds of spectacles. See Frilingos, 
Spectacle, 31. Kathleen Coleman, “Ptolemy Philadelphus and the Roman Amphitheater,” in Roman 
Theater and Society: E. Togo Salmon Papers I, ed. William J. Slater (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 1996), 63; Kathleen Coleman, “Fatal Charades Roman Executions Staged as Mythological 
Enactments,” JRS 80 (1990): 44-73. 
338 Frilingos, Spectacle, 9. 
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“superimposed over both fantasies and reality, expressed a basic principle or Roman 
hierarchy: at the top of the social ladder stood the impenetrable penetrator.”339 The 
woman clothed with the sun is already passive, she’s pregnant, and twice penetrated—
first from without at conception and again from within at birth. John, by watching her 
give birth, effectively witnesses the dissolution of her bodily boundaries making her 
extraordinarily vulnerable. The fact that she is the object of the gaze only adds to her 
vulnerability; as Frilingos puts it, “In short, the bearer or subject of the gaze occupies a 
position superior to the one inhabited by the object of the gaze.”340 The woman clothed 
with the sun appears to be two times as vulnerable as any of the other women in John’s 
narrative, but Revelation turns the tables and upends the penetration grid within the 
character of the woman clothed with the sun. 
 The woman is at least somewhat clothed while she is giving birth. She is clothed 
with the sun (perhaps only with the sun), a very clever means of gaze deflection and 
invitation. The woman is saved from John’s penetrating gaze, but her experience of 
childbirth remains oddly sexualized as she is still exposed to the imaginative gaze of 
readers/hearers (extratextual spectators).341 One cannot look too closely and intently at the 
                                                
339 Frilingos, Spectacle, 71. 
340 Frilingos, Spectacle, 73. 
341 I should say that she is mostly protected as she is presumably only clothed with the sun inviting the 
reader to gaze through the sun or to picture her naked and in childbirth in their minds. Perpetua and 
Felicitas are clothed in nets, but these do nothing to deflect the gaze. See David Frankfurter, “Martyrology 
and the Prurient Gaze,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 17, no. 2 (2009): 221. Frankfurter notes that 
their “sexuality is highlighted and eroticized through its partial concealment.” See also Frilingos, Spectacle, 
92; Kate Cooper, “Voice of the Victim: Gender, Representation, and Early Christian Martyrdom,” 155; 
Virginia Burrus, “An Immoderate Feast: Augustine Reads John’s Apocalypse,” in History, Apocalypse and 
the Secular Imagination: New Essays on Augustine’s City of God, ed. Mark Vessey, Karla Pollmann, and 
Allan D. Fitzgerald (Bowling Green, OH: Philosophy Documentation Center, 1999), 189-192. 
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sun, and so the woman clothed with it transcends the spectacle by God’s refusal to let 
John and his audience see her exposed body giving birth; she refuses to be objectified. 
Nevertheless, John’s audience is invited to imagine her nudity, her exposure, and the 
infant crowning between her legs. This birth elicits sympathy for the woman enduring it, 
but it is also titillating and provocative drawing the gaze of the audience and the dragon. 
The femininity of the woman makes her vulnerable, but she at least somewhat overcomes 
her vulnerability with the help of God’s costume design. The woman and the birth scene 
signify the transformation of God’s people in terms of spectacle from viewed to viewer—
and the transition of the those who follow God from victim to victor by simultaneously 
playing both roles. The ambiguity of the woman, showed through the way she attracts 
and deflects the gaze, is essential to her transitional state. The gaze is a destructive force 
with the power to objectify, but the woman’s body grossly on display is also a threat to 
the audience’s self-control.342 God’s power to shield the woman from view and turn the 
gaze toward the dragon shows his complete masculine control over the dramatic 
situation.  
As the woman clothed with the sun remains protected throughout the narrative, 
she transitions into a masculine viewer herself, watching (if we count her among her 
children) the destruction of the objectified body of the whore in Revelation 17. John’s 
narrated visions “teach” the readers/hearers to view rather than to be viewed. 
                                                
342 See also David Frankfurter, “Martyrology and the Prurient Gaze,” 217. Frankfurter reflects on the 
gaze in terms of martryology, and argues that, “…in framing graphic, often explicitly sexualized, scenes of 
violent atrocity within the context of Roman judicial savagery, early Christian martyrologies allowed their 
audiences to contemplate in safe form scenes that were so fascinating, even titillating, that they could not 
legitimately be enjoyed otherwise. They were, in a sense, pornography, although the modern peculiarities 
of this term lead me to prefer the broader, more psychodynamic category “sado-eroticism.”  
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Furthermore, as Frilingos argues, “the apocalypse exploits the danger of getting too close 
to monsters, giving the audience an opportunity to demonstrate self-control and thus 
‘making men’ out of extratextual spectators.”343 John’s narrative feminizes powers related 
to Rome as his readers/hearers watch the dragon get angry and rage against the woman 
and her children. Eventually, each threat to the woman and her children is systematically 
put down (the dragon, the beast, the whore, all the kings of the land). The entire world 
becomes part of the spectacle from which the followers of God stand apart as audience, 
and John’s apocalypse allows them to consume it with their minds’ eyes before it 
happens.344 
 
Affect 
 Greek rhetoricians explicitly state that the point of ekphrasis is to arouse the 
emotions of the audience. John’s rich ekphrastic narrative helps the audience to envision 
what John saw, and simultaneously his images create, tap into, and exploit unspoken 
fears and furtive desires of his readers/listeners. He makes unseen images into objects to 
which his audience may react. Experiencing fear depends on the creation of boundaries 
and the perceived vulnerability of those boundaries, which, for John, are embodied in the 
image of the woman giving birth. Her body physically opens to give birth, and 
readers/hearers fear the outcome of that openness, which meant the consumption of the 
                                                
343 Frilingos, Spectacle, 93. 
344 Frilingos, Spectacle, 103. 
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infant.345 Sara Ahmed, a contemporary affect theorist, describes the relationship between 
emotion and affect, writing,  
To be affected by something, such that we move toward or away from that thing, 
is an orientation toward something. It is in the intensity of bodily responses to 
worlds that we make judgements about worlds; and those judgements are 
directive even if they do not follow narrative rules of sequence, or cause and 
effect. Those judgements are enacted: they do not lead to actions; they are 
actions… This is what I mean when I describe emotions as doing things. 
Emotions involve different movements towards and away from others, such that 
they shape the contours of social as well as bodily space.346 
Though writing in a very different context from Ahmed, John’s narrative also seeks to 
persuade his readers/hearers to identify themselves with certain characters; readers are 
encouraged to recoil at the proximity of the dragon to the woman’s genitals as she gives 
birth, to rejoice as God’s angels expel the dragon from heaven, and to experience a 
quickening heart beat and sense of dread when the dragon moves to pursue the woman’s 
“other children.” Indeed, one could read his narrative as a story board—as snapshots of 
fantastic events—that push his audience away from Rome, which is allied with the 
powers of Satan, and pull them toward the protective power of God. 
                                                
345 “Sacco and Glackman describe vulnerability in terms of ‘feelings of susceptibility and openness to 
attack that influence the processes by which definitions of criminal danger are constructed and regarded as 
salient bases for action’ (Sacco and Glackman 2000: 412). Such a definition is useful as it shows us that 
vulnerability involves a particular kind of bodily relation to the world, in which openness itself is read as a 
site of potential danger, and as demanding evasive action. Emotions may involve readings of such 
openness, as spaces where bodies and worlds meet and leak into each other. Fear involves reading such 
openings as dangerous; the openness of the body to the world involves a sense of danger, which is 
anticipated as a future pain or injury. In fear, the world presses against the body; the body shrinks back 
from the world in the desire to avoid the object of fear. Fear involves shrinking the body; it restricts the 
body’s mobility precisely insofar as it seems to prepare the body for flight” (Ahmed, Cultural Politics of 
Emotion, 68-9).  
346 Ahmed, The Cultrual Politics of Emotion, 209. 
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Fear and disgust permeate the narrative as the dragon pursues the woman, but 
these emotions are tempered with schadenfreude as the dragon is repeatedly thwarted by 
God’s unequivocal control. John’s ekphrasis allows his readers to experience his visions, 
which create worlds in which the reader/hearer may participate and experience the 
emotions and affects the situation affords without the danger of being too close and 
unable to escape. He creates dragons, floods that issue from their mouths, heavenly 
queens wearing the sun as clothing, and infant leaders reared by God and angels to 
express an anxious present and a difficult and painful future that is ultimately hopeful.347 
John’s image of the dragon intensifies the threat of Rome and creates opposition 
between itself and the woman clothed with the sun, who displays her vulnerability in the 
openness of her parturient body. John’s images inspire fear insomuch as they identify 
readers/hearers within the vulnerable body of a woman under attack while in childbirth. 
The woman’s body as collective symbol circumscribes Israel and exposes it as doomed 
without God’s intervention. The dragon represents a threat from without—an “other”—
waiting and able to take advantage of the woman’s vulnerability. Ahmed argues that the 
process of defining boundaries between entities or groups and identifying those 
boundaries as vulnerable and threatened actively creates fear.348 She writes, “Rather than 
fear being a tool or a symptom, I want to suggest that the language of fear involves the 
intensification of ‘threats’, which works to create a distinction between those who are 
                                                
347 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 65. 
348 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 69. 
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‘under threat’ and those who threaten. Fear is an effect of this process, rather than its 
origin.”349  
 The threat of the dragon justifies God’s angels’ actions against it, and the 
continued battle for survival in a world ruled by the dragon, the beast, and Satan actively 
construct the community of Israel embodied by the woman clothed with the sun. The 
battle becomes a battle for maintaining boundaries and the otherness of those opposed to 
God and God’s ascent to power. Revelation makes Rome an “other” that threatens to 
consume anything that opposes Rome’s power. In opposition, Revelation uses the 
parturient woman clothed with the sun as a sympathetic character for readers/hearers to 
identify with or admire. She performs her submission to God’s will by giving birth to the 
revolutionary figure who will depose the imperial system. Rome uses images of women 
as mothers in similar ways, but instead of encouraging revolution they emphasize the 
superior civility and propriety of Roman women in opposition to the barbarity of the 
“other.” Imperial iconography uses Roman women and mothers as symbols of goodness 
and purity that legitimize Rome’s power over—and justify the use of force against—any 
savage outsider that might threaten them. 
 
Women’s Bodies in Imperial Iconography  
 The woman clothed with the sun is a complex image that seems to embody more 
than one persona. The images of women shown on the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias are 
                                                
349 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 72. She continues citing Ulrich Beck, who suggests that 
insecurity and the experience of vulnerability creates feelings of solidarity and in-group bonds. See Ulrich 
Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, trans. M. Ritter (London: Sage, 1992), 49. 
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helpful and interesting points of contrast to John’s image of the parturient woman clothed 
with the sun, who at times resembles various female characters depicted within the 
Sebasteion reliefs. I do not mean to suggest that the Sebasteion had any influence on the 
composition or reception of Revelation; it did not. John’s apocalypse and the Sebasteion 
do, however, employ a common gender-based spectacular and rhetorical frame that 
informs the way each makes their arguments. The images of the ethne in the Sebasteion 
are indicative of the way Romans used images of women to make points about their 
cultural and political programs.350 In these images, the bodies of women are objects 
within masculine fantasies of conquest as they represent cities, nations, and peoples. The 
Roman imperial imagery is unrelated to the graphic childbirth image John sees and 
narrates in Revelation 12, but both the material and narrative images draw from a 
common set of shared gendered assumptions that intelligibly communicate affective 
predispositions and direct viewer reactions.351 In these images, the penetrable and 
productive bodies of women communicate a range of meanings from continuity and 
stability to otherness and chaos.  
In the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias, the first story of the north portico showcases 
lands and nations associated with the Roman Empire (by conquest or surrender) 
                                                
350 Images are not only powerful when viewed directly; they shape our very conception of the world 
and can be used to embody abstract concepts. See George Lakoff, and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live 
By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980) 1-34. See also George Lakoff, and Mark Turner, More 
Than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 112-
13.  
351 Frilingos, Spectacles of Empire, 41-46. 
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personified by women in culturally specific dress (figure 10).352 These women are 
symbols of their peoples, and Laura Nasrallah addresses the femininity of these artifacts 
suggesting that their gender makes a specific point. She writes, “To depict the provinces 
as female is typical… But it is not neutral: as women were considered passive land to be 
used (fields to be plowed, in the metaphor of sex for reproduction), so also the 
provinces.”353 Cities and peoples were often seen as collective entities producing goods, 
revenue, and population. The ethne communicate the vulnerability, penetrability, and 
limited civility of the cities or populations depicted. They demonstrate their own need for 
the virility and masculinity of the conquering Roman forces bringing civility and 
decorum by whatever means necessary.354 The bodies of women used in these imperial 
structures communicate the weakness of other nations in the face of Rome, making Rome 
the “natural” and rightful leader of them all. Rome can provide the protection, 
supervision, and structure necessary to turn barbarians and uncivilized tribes into 
productive members of the Roman Empire, and so the bodies of women represent 
untapped potential justifying conquest and projects of imperialist expansion.  
 
Violence Against Personified Ethne 
The South portico of the Sebasteion at Aphrodisais hosted images of gods and 
emperors (or emperors as Olympian gods) on the second story, while scenes from Greek 
                                                
352 R. R. R. Smith, “Simulacra Gentium: The Ethne from the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias,” JRS 78 
(1988): 59. 
353 Nasrallah, Christian Responses, 80.  
354 See Nasrallah, Christian Responses, 81-82; Smith, “Simulacra Gentium,” 77. 
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mythology (featuring Aphrodite and Aeneas) were displayed below.355 The images of the 
emperors on the second story contain images of the female personified ethne that are 
much more graphic and violent than the standing single figures on the first story of the 
North portico. These are embodied fantasies of masculine conquest, and in order for these 
gruesome images to be palatable, the viewer must identify with the Roman aggressor. In 
one image from the Sebasteion, Nero drags away the female body of the personified 
Armenia (figure 11). In another, Claudius pins down a personified female Britannia about 
to strike her with his sword (figure 12).356 Davina Lopez remarks on the femininity of the 
personified Britannia saying, “[She] seems posed to be sexually conquered by Claudius, 
illustrating his impenetrability and her vulnerability. Sexual conquest is inferred by the 
choice of weapon used to subdue this nation—presumably a sword, an instrument of 
penetration.”357 The victorious Roman ruler subdues and maintains complete power over 
his captives.  
The images of Britannia and Armenia make the point of subjugation and point 
(not so subtly) to the tension between violence and assimilation/cooperation.358 Atrocities 
including rape doubtlessly occurred, yet these images communicate a more complex 
system of expansion. Roman iconography shows female barbarian bodies being co-opted 
                                                
355 Nasrallah, Christian Responses, 78. 
356 Nasrallah, 80-81; Smith, “Imperial Reliefs,” 97. 
357 Lopez, Apostle to the Conquered, 44, 108-110. Lopez quotes Tacitus, Agricola, 30.4-31.2 regarding 
the captivity Britannia, which explicitly references the conquest in sexual terms. See also Friesen, Imperial 
Cults, 90. 
358 See Smith, “Simulacra Gentium,” 77; Nasrallah, Christian Responses, 81-82; Lopez, Apostle to the 
Conquered, 44-45. 
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into Roman institutions.359 Barbarians no longer produce for themselves; they increase the 
fertility and fecundity of Rome. The means by which they become part of Rome is 
gruesome and the women depicted in some cases seem to be crying out in pain or anguish, 
but the violence here is not meant to elicit a response of horror, like Revelation’s image 
of the woman clothed with the sun. Viewers of the Sebasteion are led to identify with the 
Roman victors who are acting in the best interest of their nation and accomplishing their 
goals of safety and expansion by whatever means necessary.  
 
Roman Femininity: Livia and Agrippina 
  Roman fecundity and dynastic succession also play an important role on the 
North portico of the Sebasteion in Aphrodisias. A woman presumed to be Livia in 
Hellenistic garb has her own panel, and though it is badly damaged it appears that she is 
pouring a libation or at least showing reverence to the gods.360 Livia was the wife of 
Augustus, and the mother of the emperor Tiberius.361 She was well-known throughout the 
                                                
359 Lopez, Apostle to the Conquered, 44, 47. Lopez’s also describes the Boscoreale Cup, which shows 
barbarian men presenting children before the emperor. Whether these children are captives, gifts, or simply 
a show of deference is debated. Roman coinage from the reign of Augustus also bears similar imagery. See 
Robertson, Roman Imperial Coins in the Hunter Coin Cabinet, Coin #212, pg. 40, plate 6. See also 
Mattingly, Coins of the Roman Empire in the British Museum, I (1923), coin #493-5, pgs. 84-5, plate 
12.13-14; Harold Mattingly, Edward Allen Sydenham, C. H. V. Sutherland, and R. A. G. Carson, The 
Roman Imperial Coinage (London: Spink, 1923), 346. See also I. M. Ferris, Enemies of Rome (Stroud: 
Sutton, 2003), 32-42, 51-2; and Natalie Kampen, “Gender Theory and Roman Art,” in I, Claudia: Women 
in Ancient Rome, ed. Diana E. E. Kleiner, and Susan B. Matheson (New Haven, CT: Yale University Art 
Gallery, 1996), 20.  
360 Freisen, Imperial Cult, 91; Smith, “Imperial Reliefs,” 125-6. 
361 Livia’s relationship to Augustus was not uncomplicated or unquestioned. She was already married 
when Augustus decided she should be his wife leading many to question his morality and view his moral 
legislations as ironic. See Rebecca Langlands, “Exemplary Influences and Augustus’ Pernicious Moral 
Legacy,” in Suetonius, the Biographer: Studies in Roman Lives, ed. Tristan Power, and Roy K. Gibson 
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empire and was modeled as an exemplary imperial woman.362 An image of Agrippina, 
Claudius’ fourth wife also appears on the second story of the north portico; she was the 
mother of the emperor Nero and is depicted holding four ears of corn which associate her 
with Demeter (figure 13).363 Smith explains her appearance: “The whole panel makes a 
convincing, imperial, dynastic composition... there is the theme of concord in the 
imperial house, [and] an elevated representation of domestic harmony between the 
emperor and his wife…”364 Livia and Agrippina are clearly different than the ethne—they 
are modestly dressed, coiffed, and clearly elite—as they embody proper femininity. They 
show servility and deference to their husbands, the emperors/gods, and thus to the ruling 
powers of Rome. They participate in the imperial system through pietas toward the gods 
and by giving birth to male children thereby maintaining dynastic continuity. Livia and 
Agrippina are the models of civility, chastity, and motherhood. They are the examples to 
which the ethne should aspire. These models of femininity were visible to a wide and 
varied audience throughout the Roman Empire, and they leave an impression. The images 
of women on the Sebasteion are a combination of embodied fantasies of sexual conquest 
and ideal femininity and maternity. Feminine images based in text, like those found in 
                                                                                                                                            
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 111-129. See also Seutonius, Aug., 62.2, 69.1; Tib. 4; Calig. 25; 
and Tacitus, Annals, 1.10, 5.1.2.  
362 Tacitus, Annals, 5.1.1 and Cassius Dio, History of Rome, 58.2.5 attest to Liva’s reputation as an 
ideal Roman wife and mother. Her persona as a powerful imperial figure and wife/mother was more 
complex than the material record shows. See T. E. Jenkins, “Livia the Princeps: Gender and Ideology in the 
Consolatio Ad Liviam,” Helios: Journal of the Classical Association of the Southwest 36, no. 1 (2004): 1-
26. 
363 Smith, “Imperial Reliefs,” 109. 
364 Smith, “Imperial Reliefs,” 110. 
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Revelation, are similar embodied fantasies, and they also maintain similar culturally 
ordained perceptions of gender, pregnancy, and motherhood that furnish the images with 
nuance and meaning. 
 
Revelation’s Fantasy Women: Mothers and Whores  
 In Revelation, the woman clothed with the sun shares several characteristics with 
the ethne on the Sebasteion, but she might also be interpreted through similarities to the 
images of Livia and Agrippina. As discussed above, the woman clothed with the sun 
represents transition, and perhaps moves from characteristics similar to those of the ethne 
toward those of the imperial women. Revelation’s Whore of Babylon and Jezebel, who 
represent opponents to God, become the ethne: the outsiders, or the threatening “others.” 
The common thread between the ethne and the woman clothed with the sun is that they 
both function as pieces of evidence marshalled to make a point about their community’s 
relationship to power. The ethne in the Aphrodisian Sebasteion inspire reverence and awe 
for the accomplishments of the Roman emperors in the face of barbarians and others who 
might attempt to attack and seize power. The woman clothed with the sun makes the 
point that God is in control, orchestrating the circumstances of his rightful seizure of 
power. Her character demonstrates that God is the most masculine ruler, who has proper 
control over his people, protects them, and has a legitimate claim to power with the 
potential to establish a ruling dynasty. The feminine images in Revelation, like those on 
the Sebasteion, define their “others” and themselves in relational opposition.  
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The Woman Clothed with the Sun and the Ethne 
Like the ethne on the Sebasteion, the woman clothed with the sun can be 
interpreted to represent a collective, likely Israel. The explicit image of childbirth shows 
that the woman clothed with the sun is actively productive. It alludes to sexual activity, 
and the assumption is that a divine father participated in conception.365 In the Sebasteion, 
the images of the ethne on the north portico and the divinized emperors subduing the 
ethne on the south portico communicate a similar message—women’s bodies and 
procreative activity serve those in power. The Sebasteion celebrates battles won, but the 
power struggle in Revelation is narratively in the present tense. The woman clothed with 
the sun cries out in the pain of childbirth and likely in fear for herself and for her child as 
the dragon anxiously awaits his arrival. The scene is bloody, horrific, and stomach-
churning as the reader/hearer realizes that the dragon means to eat the newborn as soon as 
he exits his mother’s body. For the woman clothed with the sun and her child, the battle 
rages on. The horrors of war are an immediate concern, and a hero has yet to emerge.  
Romans told stories highlighting the horrors of war, exhorting Rome’s heroism 
and valor. In Dio Cassius’ account of the Rhaeti being brought under Rome’s power, he 
describes the Rhaeti ripping male fetuses from the wombs of their captive women. The 
episode demonstrates the barbarity of the Rhaeti, and justifies the Roman conquest and 
destruction of a people exhibiting such unparalleled savagery. Dio Cassius writes,  
The Rhaetians, who dwell between Noricum and Gaul, near the Tridentine Alps 
which adjoin Italy, were overrunning a large part of the neighbouring territory of 
                                                
365 The idea that the messiah was born of a virgin does not seem important to John of Patmos’ 
narrative. He never mentions it.  
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Gaul and carrying off plunder even from Italy; and they were harassing such of 
the Romans or their allies as travelled through their country. Now these acts of 
theirs seemed to be about what was to be expected of nations which had not 
accepted terms of peace; but they went further and destroyed all the males among 
their captives, not only those who had already come into the world, but also those 
who were still in the women’s wombs, the sex of whom they discovered by some 
means of divination.366  
The very idea of ripping male children from their mother’s wombs in order to maintain 
servile populations is strikingly similar to the situation in Revelation, except that John has 
turned the tables. Rome, according to Dio Cassius, is too civilized to partake in such 
horrors like killing unborn or newborn children even within the context of war. The 
civility of Rome makes such brutality unthinkable, which in turn serves to legitimize their 
leadership as just, fair, and virtuous. In John’s apocalypse, the evil dragon takes the place 
of the Rhaetians eager to commit the same abhorrent atrocities against the God’s people. 
The dragon stands poised to devour the child as soon as it is born (Rev 14:4b), effectively 
quelling whatever potential the child had for leadership and rule (Rev 12:5a).367 Here, the 
pregnant bodies of women threaten imperial stability insomuch as any male child born 
and reared could inspire or lead a conquered people to revolt. John accuses his Roman 
opponents of engaging in the unthinkable, barbaric behaviors they claim to oppose in 
order to maintain their own security and power.  
                                                
366 Dio Cassius, Roman History, 54.22. This is a trope that can be seen as far back as the Assyrian 
period. See Peter Dubovsky, “Ripping Open Pregnant Arab Women: Reliefs in Room L of Ashurbanipal's 
North Palace” Orientalia 78.3 (2009): 394-419, esp. 416. See also Mordechai Cogan, “‘Ripping open 
pregnant women’ in light of an Assyrian analogue,” JAOS 103, no. 4 (1983): 755-757. Cogan suggests that 
this trope was used to express “unspeakable outrage” (Cogan, “Ripping open pregnant women,” 755). 
Biblical references can be found in Hosea 10:14, 13:16; Amos 1:13; 2 Kings 8:12; Psalms 137:9. See also 
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 7.5.2; Eusebius, The Life of Constantine, 1.36.  
367 Scholars reference Psalm 2 which refers to the King of Israel. See also LXX Psalms of Solomon 
17:23-4. 
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The Woman Clothed with the Sun as Livia and Agrippina 
  Just as the woman clothed with the sun might identify with the subjugated ethne 
from the Sebasteion as a representation of a productive collective, in other cases she more 
closely resembles images of imperial women portrayed on the same structure. Livia and 
Agrippina have a place on the walls of the Aphrodisian Sebasteion in relation to their 
husbands, children, and the divine. On panels from the South portico, Livia stands alone 
making a sacrifice or pouring a libation with an attendant, and Agrippina stands with her 
husband, Claudius. While both these women enjoyed significant (in Livia’s case 
unprecedented) power as wives and mothers of emperors, their appearance on the 
monuments at Aphrodisias seem more clearly related to their participation in maintaining 
dynastic continuity. Livia was the wife of Augustus, and her reputation as a perfect wife 
and mother was well known; she was the model for what a Roman matron should be 
(chaste, moderate, pious, and attentive to the needs of her husband and children) and an 
example of marital concord. She was deified by Claudius, and during her life given the 
honorary title Augusta after being adopted into the Julian family at her husband’s death. 
Her son, Tiberius, was also adopted by Augustus and became emperor after Augustus’ 
death. Agrippina is another model of femininity as it should be, appearing modestly 
dressed with her husband Claudius. These women are represented as women, but in many 
ways, they exemplify the characteristic of masculine self-control. Gender in antiquity, 
working along a continuum, included the potential for women with exceptional obedience 
and chastity to be seen as embodying masculine traits, just as men who failed to live up to 
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the expectations of self-control might be considered effemininate.368A masculine woman 
knows her role in relation to her husband, obeys him, and is chaste and moderate.  
The description of the woman clothed with the sun in Rev 12:1 presents her 
according to a very similar model of feminine dignity and self-control. Her resplendent 
“attire” and location in heaven indicate her status. She appears to be a goddess in her own 
right and becomes, in v. 2-6, engaged in a power struggle. Her pregnancy is one of the 
most prominent features of her appearance, until it becomes clear that the child is the real 
object of the power struggle. The father of the child in Revelation is not discussed, but 
after birth, the child is rescued, and immediately accepted by God and taken to God’s 
throne.369 Regardless of parentage, the child of the woman clothed with the sun is 
effectively adopted and made heir to the throne of God. The narrative of Revelation and 
the images of Livia and Agrippina on the Sebasteion highlight the fertility and 
importance of women for the production of children as heirs to power.  
In a panel depicting Agrippina and Nero, Agrippina holds a cornucopia possibly 
representing fertility and reminding viewers of her maternal relationship to Nero and 
importance within the imperial family. Interestingly, the two of them appear as equals, 
yet in the panel depicting her with her husband, her posture is somewhat subordinate, as 
she stands slightly behind Claudius while he reaches across her body for her hand.370 The 
                                                
368 Knust, Abandoned to Lust, 62-63. 
369 As God whisks the child away to himself it is a supreme action of masculine power within the 
patriarchal family. See Dasen, “Roman Birth Rites,” 200-201. Dasen is careful to mention that this did not 
constitute any formal ritual action, but she makes it clear that the power to choose to rear the child resided 
exclusively with the father. 
370 Smith, “Imperial Reliefs,” 126, and plate XXIV. 
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woman clothed with the sun is similarly modest with the help of God—controlled (except 
for her cries in the pain of childbirth) and subdued. She is subordinate to both God and 
her son, who become the most important characters while she disappears into the 
wilderness.371 These women are masculine in their modesty, devotion, and deference to 
the male powers over them. The wives of emperors and their reproductive capacities 
figure prominently in the dynastic discourse present on the Sebasteion at Aprhodisias. 
Livia and Agrippina represent the means by which the Roman Empire achieves dynastic 
continuity and succession. The reproductive abilities of the woman clothed with the sun 
figure prominently in John’s narrative, and they enhance the power of God. By giving 
birth, the woman clothed with the sun provides an heir with the ability to enact God’s 
plan to overthrow corrupt powers. 
The Sebasteion communicates the status of the imperial family, but the 
juxtaposition of the rulers and subjugated peoples directly across from one another is 
interesting. The images of the women/nations stand across and slightly below the 
imperial wives and mothers. The monument communicates that imperial power is vast, 
supported by gods and nature, but it acknowledges a certain fragility in the bodies of the 
imperial women that depend on Rome’s military power and its successes. The imperial 
women are expected to be productive like the ethne, but they are also similarly violable. 
Rome’s revered matrons are protected by the power of the Roman Empire, but should 
Rome be subverted, these matrons could easily become captives themselves. The text of 
Revelation envisions the Roman Empire as overthrown by the power of God, and the 
                                                
371 Pippin, Death and Desire, 75-76. 
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once proud and virtuous Roman matron is either enslaved as a prostitute and/or killed.372 
A woman, whether she is a revered matron or captive ethne, is unstable in her position; 
her esteem depends on those in power. John’s narrative portrays active fighting between 
the dragon and God, and the fates of the woman clothed with the sun and her child rest in 
the hands of the victor. Her procreative potential and the importance of dynastic 
succession are secondary implications of the narrative that highlight the ultimate power 
and masculinity of God, who stops the dragon, catches the infant, and allows the woman 
to get away.  
 
The Ethne, Violence, and Childbirth 
The dragon’s position, between the legs of the woman clothed with the sun ready 
to devour her child, is fearful both as an image of imperial occupation and as a kind of 
nightmare. A psychoanalytic perspective, as David Frankfurter has argued, is more fully 
equipped to handle the graphic and intimate nature of this image in terms of the visionary 
himself.373 In visions and dreams, the immediate and intimate associations of the 
visionary come to the fore. This is a type of primary process thinking, and classic 
examples include a preoccupation with orifices, eating, and expelling.374 These orifices 
                                                
372 Rev 17:4-5 reads, “The woman was clothed in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and jewels 
and pearls, holding in her hand a golden cup full of abominations and the impurities of her fornication; and 
on her forehead was written a name, a mystery: “Babylon the great, mother of whores and of earth’s 
abominations.” See Jennifer A. Glancy, and Stephen D. Moore, “How Typical a Roman Prostitute is 
Revelation's ‘Great Whore’?” JBL 130, no. 3 (2011): 551-569. 
373 Frankfurter, Evil Incarnate, 143. 
374 Stephen D. Moore, “Retching on Rome,” Biblical Interpretation 22, no. 4-5 (2014): 503-528.  
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are spaces of anxiety and excitement, and the woman’s vulva, the dragon’s mouth, and 
the mouth of the earth all figure into in John’s fantasy vision as sites of power, fear, and 
anger. In what follows, I will use post-colonial and psychoanalytic perspectives to 
enhance the discussion of the way John’s images relate to the images of women in 
Roman propaganda; as I argue, this image also points toward a hypersexualized inner 
fantasy possibly originating from within the mind of the seer. 
 
Childbirth, eating, and being eaten 
The nations represented by the female ethne on the Sebasteion at Aphrodisais 
envision “women” forcibly subdued by their Roman conquerors and spatially 
incorporated into Roman territory. Similarly, as the woman clothed with the sun screams 
in pain subdued by the pangs of childbirth, her bodily boundaries are actively 
transgressed. In the process of giving birth the infant moves out of the woman, and the 
dragon seems to see the violated boundaries of the woman as an opportunity or invitation 
to eat. The pregnant woman must give birth, and therefore she must leave her boundaries 
undefended and open to transgression or penetration. The position of the dragon threatens 
the life of the newborn and possibly its mother, but they will not only be killed; they will 
be consumed. The dragon threatens to take the child and the mother into itself as 
nourishment. The expansion of the Roman Empire through military conquest functions 
similarly to take the colonized Britannia and Armenia into itself. These colonies 
strengthen the Roman Empire through taxes, land, slaves, etc., just as food nourishes and 
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strengthens the body. The comparison shows how John’s image of the woman clothed 
with the sun giving birth into the gaping mouth of the dragon might be interpreted as a 
horrifically embodied metaphor for colonization.  
Colonization is, of course, also about power, and John’s metaphor takes that into 
account. The dragon/Rome needs to consume the infant and the mother in order to 
maintain its sovereignty. By claiming the mother and child as part of itself, it nullifies 
any claim they might have had to independence. Acts of autonomy, then, turn into defiant 
acts of secession, which places the colonizer in the position of a moral authority arguing 
for unity. Ultimately, the dragon/Rome fails to consume the mother and child, and God 
thwarts the dragon, takes the child, and transports the woman to safety. The dragon, now 
frustrated and still hungry, continues to pursue the hidden woman and her other children 
with the implication that they will all be eaten if and when the dragon finds them. John’s 
narrative equates the dragon’s animalistic hunting and savage way of eating to Rome’s 
conquests and the expansion of its territories. The Sebasteion at Aphrodisias, which was 
meant to communicate Rome’s power and benevolence as rulers over many peoples, 
becomes a gruesome catalogue of Rome’s past meals if viewed through John’s 
apocalyptic lens.375 John’s readers/hearers fear being eaten up as children of the woman 
clothed with the sun; they recognize themselves among the ethne, and they come to 
resent the loss of their autonomy and selfhood.376 
                                                
375 Moore’s “Retching on Rome” was very influential in my thinking/language here.  
376 The Sebasteion labeled one of the bases for the Judeans (Ἰουδαίοι), though the woman that 
corresponded with that title has been lost. 
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As John’s readers and hearers are encouraged to view themselves as the victims 
of the rage and violence of the dragon, the dragon becomes the “other” to whom John 
attributes the gory practice of infant consumption. John imagines the act of eating a 
newborn infant covered in all manners of impure female bodily fluids as the worst and 
most repulsive deed possible, yet he describes it with fascination constantly focusing on 
the orifices of the woman clothed with the sun and the dragon.377 Psychoanalysis calls 
this fascination with orifices (oral, anal, sexual) primary process thinking, and through 
the images concerning the woman clothed with the sun, John explores his own latent 
fantasies of sexualized childbirth, uncontrolled rage, and voraciousness.378 The newborn 
infant in the narrative seems to have the most to fear in John’s narrative. Surrounded by 
the negative forces of the mother’s excessive body and the chaotic dragon, the 
maintenance of separation is paramount to the child’s being and survival, and he is 
immediately removed from the situation. The fear exposed in this vision, which can be 
attributed to the child is the fear of the annihilation of self.  
The animalism of the dragon is other and fearful, yet familiar and enticing. John 
and his audience fear the dragon, but they also identify with it. In his book, Evil 
Incarnate, David Frankfurter explains that fantasy involving infant cannibalism or 
dismemberment  
                                                
377 These elements can be viewed through a variety of different lenses. See Frankfurter, Evil Incarnate, 
143 for a psychoanalytical perspective. Stephen Moore writes using affect theory to suggest that “what 
Revelation aims to effect, through affect, is to infect its audience with that infinite abhorrence” (Moore, 
“Retching on Rome,” 512). 
378 Frankfurter views the monster as a representation of “both id, sexualized power and rage, and 
superego, the terrifying force of discipline.” He uses the character of Max in Maurice Sendak’s Where the 
Wild Things Are and Dracula movies to illustrate the recurrence of this theme throughout childhood and 
into adolescence (Evil Incarnate, 151).  
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…points certainly to audience’ sympathetic identification with defenselessness; 
but it also—perhaps more—reflects their transgressive identification with the 
people that would kill, dismember, and eat the totally defenseless—a ‘worst 
possible thing imaginable,’ here contemplated in detail. Such demolishing rage 
against infants signifies at the same time a taboo of mythic proportions and 
something familiar. To transgress that taboo imaginatively assumes a disturbing 
eroticism.379 
 
The fear of being eaten combines with the thrill of eating, and as John’s narrative 
proceeds and the characters he identifies with transition from victim to victor, he is 
encouraged to witness the beast consuming the body of the whore and the birds 
consuming kings of the earth (Rev 17:16, 19:17-21). John envisions being eaten and 
doing the eating.380 His characters make a transition from prey to predator, and through 
his fantasy they experience their own voracious rage and gleefully witness the slow 
dismemberment of their enemies as obliging birds feast on flesh.  
 
Vomit and Other Mouths   
While the body of the parturient woman clothed with the sun and the mouth of the 
dragon figure most prominently as examples boundary violating oral incorporation, the 
mouth of the dragon is also vomits. After the child is born in heaven and taken to God, 
the dragon is overthrown by the angels of God and thrown to earth. There, the woman 
(also no longer a resident of heaven) finds herself in danger as the dragon pursues her. In 
Rev 12:14 she “was given the two wings of a great eagle, so that she could fly from the 
serpent into the wilderness […].” The passive voice gives no indication as to who gave 
                                                
379 See Frankfurter, Evil Incarnate, 151-2. 
380 See Frankfurter, Evil Incarnate, 151. The gaze (or watching) may also be considered a form of 
consumption.  
	   
188 
the woman wings, but nature continues to intervene on her behalf. The angry serpent spits 
up a river after the woman, hoping to subdue her in a flood, but a personified earth opens 
its mouth and swallows the monster’s vomit. The earth that protects the woman is not 
ordered to do so, but protecting the woman against the dragon is an endorsement of her 
and the power she serves. In Revelation, nature is on the side of God and god’s people, 
and God controls it. This concept is mirrored within another image on the Sebasteion that 
shows Augustus consorting with personifications of the earth and sea. Each offers him a 
symbol of their associated origin (a cornucopia from the earth, and a rudder from the 
sea).381 These personifications allude to the enormous expanse of territory controlled by 
Augustus, and more aptly, his power over it. The earth and sea serve him and his people. 
It seems to be suggesting that Augustus’ reign has the approval and support of the natural 
world. 
Revelation seems to counter the imperial logic displayed in the Sebasteion almost 
point for point. The woman clothed with the sun is similar to the ethne as her person 
seems to represent the spoils of war, which belong to the victors. The woman’s shifting 
location and questionable divinity suggests that John sees the boundaries between heaven 
and earth as fluid. The character of the child seems fully divine as he never leaves 
heaven, though born through human means to a woman who seems to have one foot in 
the divine world and the other on earth. The child’s divinity mirrors that of the emperors 
on the Sebasteion as they bridge the gap between divinity and humanity. As children of 
Gods, deified emperors and the child of the woman clothed with the sun both have 
                                                
381 Smith, “Imperial Reliefs,” 104-106, and plate VI. 
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legitimate claims to rule. The woman remains a secondary character in relation to the 
child to whom she gives birth. Her divinity diminishes after the birth as her location 
changes and she moves from heaven to earth. The mother in Revelation is involved in 
war as a victim and object, but she is never conquered because she is protected and 
supervised by God. God’s ability to impregnate her, care for her, and fend off her 
attackers emphasizes the masculinity of God, and Earth’s cooperation in protecting the 
woman is an endorsement of God’s rule. The woman’s pregnancy and successful 
childbirth speaks to the virility of God, and the birth of her son alludes to the potential for 
a dynasty of legitimate rulers. Using the same symbols of power and legitimacy that 
Rome uses to support its own claims to rule, John’s narrative of the woman clothed with 
the sun provides an alternative world that puts God in control and makes the child of the 
woman clothed with the sun the obvious sovereign.  
 
The Foil of the Whore of Babylon 
 As the character of the woman clothed with the sun marks and encourages the 
transformation of readers/hearers from viewed to viewer and from victim to victor, their 
growing confidence in themselves correlates with a negative view of Rome and the 
enemies of God. The woman clothed with the sun resists being viewed and escapes the 
dragon pursuing her, which allows her to watch the events of the apocalypse unfold from 
the relative safety of the wilderness. One of the most striking images she and John see 
along with John’s readers/hearers as his narrative unfolds is the image and demise of the 
Whore of Babylon in Revelation 17 and 18. Numerous scholars have written about this 
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character, and several have focused on the way she stands in contrast to the woman 
clothed with the sun and/or the heavenly Jerusalem.382 The whore of Babylon and the 
woman clothed with the sun share several important characteristics. The whore and the 
woman both represent collective cities or nations.383 The whore represents Rome, and the 
woman clothed with the sun likely represents Israel. More striking, however, is the fact 
that they are both mothers.  
Revelation 17:5 explains that the Whore of Babylon is labeled on her forehead 
saying, “Babylon the great, mother of whores and of earth’s abominations.” This marking 
is not just a convenient label for the benefit of John and his readers/hearers. Many 
scholars have pointed out that slaves were often tattooed on their foreheads.384 This mark 
could mean that the woman would have been recognizably on “the lowest end of the 
social hierarchy.”385 Yet, she seems to have a good deal of power over her clients (kings), 
and she dresses in imperial attire. This amounts to a terrific insult against Rome. John 
                                                
382 My focus on pregnancy and the woman clothed with the sun prevents me from giving a full account 
of the scholarship concerning the Whore of Babylon. For fuller discussions of the character of the whore 
see Huber, Thinking and Seeing with Women in Revelation, 56-75; Barbara Rossing, The Choice Between 
Two Cities, 61-133; Stephen Moore’s, Untold Tales, 125-54; Tina Pippin, Death and Desire: The Rhetoric 
of Gender in the Apocalypse of John; Tina Pippin, “The Heroine and the Whore: Fantasy and the Female in 
the Apocalypse of John,” Semeia, no. 60 (1992): 67-82; and Susan Hylen, “The Power and Problem of 
Revelation 18: The Rhetorical Function of Gender,” in Pregnant Passion: Gender, Sex, and Violence in the 
Bible, ed. Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 205-20.  
383 Huber, Thinking and Seeing, 62-63; Rossing, Between Two Cities, 1-16, 82-87. 
384 Huber, Thinking and Seeing, 61; Glancy and Moore, “How Typical a Roman Prostitute Is 
Revelation’s ‘Great Whore’?” 559. See also C. P. Jones, “Stigma: Tattooing and Branding in Graeco-
Roman Antiquity,” JRS 77 (1987): 142-3, 151.  
385 Huber, Thinking and Seeing, 61; Glancy and Moore, “How Typical a Roman Prostitute Is 
Revelation’s ‘Great Whore’?” 558. 
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calls their ruler a woman, and furthermore an enslaved prostitute.386 John’s narrative 
alludes to the whore’s reproductive capacity, but her children are not specified beyond 
the fact that they are also whores and abominations. Barbara Rossing addresses this idea, 
saying, “Babylon’s motherhood in Rev 17:5 underscores Rome’s ability to extend its 
sphere of influence politically, economically, and religiously.”387 Her fertility, albeit 
negative in this context, identifies her potential productivity, but it underscores her 
femininity.388 Her femininity is important as she is a foil to the woman clothed with the 
sun, but she also highlights the masculinity and control of God. The whore, who resists 
“patriarchally preapproved forms: virgin bride (19:6-8; 21:2, 9; 22:17) or self-sacrificing 
mother (12:1-6, 13-17)” finds herself the object of sexualized violence.389 The difference 
between God and Rome is that God has no interest in co-opting subversive women into 
his kingdom even after they have been overcome and conquered.390  
Revelation 17:15-18 explains that the phallic horns of the beast and the beast 
itself will turn against their rider, and they will ravage and/or rape the whore, stripping 
her of her clothes. This scene shows the sexual shaming of the whore, which leaves her 
                                                
386 Huber, Thinking and Seeing, 68. Huber mentions that this is evocative of Claudius’ first wife 
Messalina, whose rumored excessive sexual appetite included prostitution while married.  
387 Rossing, Between Two Cities, 85. 
388 Jezebel in Rev. 2:23 also has children, and likewise, God’s plans include their deaths. See Rossing, 
Two Cities, 83 for examples of other uses of “mother cities.” Stephen Moore explains this reference saying, 
“‘Jezebel’ is the name for Christian assimilationism in Revelation, just as ‘Babylon’ is the name for what 
must not, under any circumstances, be assimilated, what must be rejected by being abjected” (Moore, 
Untold Tales, 148). See also Paul B. Duff, Who Rides the Beast?: Prophetic Rivalry and the Rhetoric of 
Crisis in the Churches of the Apocalypse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 51-60. 
389 Moore, Untold Tales, 149.  
390Pippin, Death and Desire, 80. 
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completely exposed. Where Rome consumes the nations it conquers, God obliterates 
them in Revelation.391 The great whore of Babylon resists the reign of an ultra-masculine 
God, and her punishment includes physical torture and eventually complete 
obliteration.392 The woman clothed with the sun also endures torture, but it is the torture 
of childbirth endured in service of the continued reign of God. The women are always 
tortured, and the question is whether the torture is shameful for treacherous disloyalty or 
in service of the legitimate and proper sovereignty. 
 
Conclusion 
 When we look at Revelation in context and alongside material culture, we begin 
to catch glimpses of the variable persona of the pregnant woman clothed with the sun. 
She represents God’s people, emphasizes the masculinity of God, and, in many ways, 
resonates with Roman representations of revered matrons valued for their contributions to 
dynastic succession. The narrative cycle selected to illustrate Roman hegemony, as 
portrayed on the walls of the Sebasteion at Aphrodisias, is one of ultra-masculine success 
and the assimilation of feminized nations within the context of imperial expansion and 
domination, but John’s story expresses a different colonized anxiety and a longing to be 
in control. John’s longing for change, however, is not so drastic as his narrative visions 
can seem; John hopes that God’s reign will simply invert already existing power 
                                                
391 Lopez comes to a very different conclusion in reference to the Pauline literature. She writes, 
“Rather, the two mothers of the Galatians—Paul and Sarah—represent the fertility and abundance flowing 
from the freedom of oneness in Christ and not curtailed reproduction and false unification under Caesar’s 
self-serving interests” (Lopez, Apostle to the Conquered, 162). 
392 Huber, Thinking and Seeing, 57. 
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structures, not undermine imperial sovereignty per se. The image of the woman clothed 
with the sun and her narrative arc in John’s visions affectively maps the changes 
anticipated at the eschaton onto the body of a woman.  
 Eschatological change occurs through the reproductive body of the woman 
clothed with the sun as she carries the savior, gives birth, and escapes the dragon. Her 
pregnancy is hopeful, but her torturous labor alludes to her oppression under Roman rule. 
The birth is a tumultuous power struggle as the woman fights with the help of God to 
escape the threatening dragon aligned with Rome. An inversion of power in Rev 12 
occurs within the character of the woman clothed with the sun as her status transforms 
over the course of her maternity. She moves from a status resembling the conquered 
ethne to that of a matron, and from the perspective of spectacle, she evolves from viewed 
to viewer. John’s apocalyptic narrative creates a new world for his readers and hearers in 
which they can access and experience power through identification with the character of 
the woman clothed with the sun. His images of pregnancy and childbirth are clearly very 
different from Paul’s images, which function as insults and highlight depravity, but both 
authors rely heavily on the concept of feminine bodily hollowness and engage the idea 
that women’s bodies have the capacity to open and close. In the apocalyptic text of 4 
Ezra where images of pregnancy and childbirth also figure prominently, the writer offers 
yet another point of view; in this text, both positive and negative valuations of the 
pregnant body work to make specific arguments about how God should treat his people, 
and what the eschaton will be like.  
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Figures 
Figure 10. Ethne with bull displayed on ETHNOUS DAKON base. 
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Figure 11. Nero subdues Armenia. 
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Figure 12. Claudius subdues Britannia. 
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Figure 13. Agrippina and Claudius. 
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CHAPTER 4: WOMEN’S BODIES, PREGNANCY, AND THE END IN 4 EZRA 
Introduction 
Images of pregnancy and childbirth are a foundational element of the first half of 
4 Ezra, and they are the conceptual key to understanding the eponymous Ezra’s discourse 
with the angel and the resolution of their dialogues in the fourth vision. 4 Ezra’s images 
interact with questions of power in a way that is similar to Revelation, but the narrative is 
preoccupied with and revolves around a persistent question of futurity. The author of 4 
Ezra sets his narrative in the exilic period, in Babylon after the destruction of the first 
Temple, but the most likely time period for the author himself is shortly after the 
destruction of the second Temple in Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 CE.393 The character 
Ezra (also known as Salathiel), who speaks in the first person throughout, is desperately 
                                                
393 See Michael E. Stone, Fourth Ezra: A Commentary on the Book of Fourth Ezra (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 1990), 10; 54-55. Stone explains that destruction of the Second Temple is “absolutely 
central to the author’s thought,” and he concludes that the text could not have been written before that time 
(Stone, Fourth Ezra, 10). He argues for a date similar to that of Revelation during the reign of Domitian 
(81-96 CE). The author sets his story in Babylon during the period of the Babylonian Exile after the 
destruction of the first temple, and so it seems that the pseudepigraphic author equates his experience with 
the destruction of the second Temple to that of the first (Stone, Fourth Ezra, 54). See also Hindy Najman, 
Losing the Temple and Recovering the Future: An Analysis of 4 Ezra (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), 16; Bruce M. Metzger, “The Fourth Book of Ezra,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 
ed. James H. Charlesworth (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1983), 517-20; Ari Mermelstein, Creation, 
Covenant, and the Beginnings of Judaism: Reconceiving Historical Time in the Second Temple Period 
(Boston: Brill, 2014), 176-178; Eduard Iricinschi, “Interroga Matricem Mulieris: The Secret Life of the 
Womb in 4 Ezra and Sethian Cosmology,” in Envisioning Judaism: Studies in Honor of Peter Schäfer on 
the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday, ed. Peter Schäfer, Raʻanan S. Boustan, and Alex Ramos 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 755; E. Elizabeth Johnson, “2 Esdras,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, 
ed. Carol Ann Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1998), 268; 
Karina Hogan, “2 Esdras,” in Women's Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and 
Jacqueline E. Lapsley (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 370. For a significantly older 
argument describing the work this pseudepigraphic authorship does in terms of temporality see D. S. 
Russell, The Method and Meaning of Jewish Apocalyptic: 200 BC–AD 100 (London: SCM, 1964), 136.  
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distraught over the destruction.394 He speaks from within “Babylon” (3:1), which likely 
refers to Rome in this context, and in his despair, he wonders why God has allowed 
“Babylon” to overcome Zion and if God has abandoned God’s people (Israel).395  
Within this finely structured, vivid, and passionate apocalypse, Ezra narrates 
seven visions granted to him.396 The first three visions (also known as the dialogues) 
center around Ezra’s fervent lamentations and his questions about the fate of humanity 
and his own people.397 An angel, Uriel, is sent to Ezra by way of response, and within the 
these visions, they converse at length as each presents his own understanding of the 
situation of humanity, Israel, and their relationship to God.398 In their discussions, Uriel 
and Ezra consistently appeal to images of the reproductive female body to illustrate their 
points. Ezra uses images of pregnancy and childbirth to highlight God’s covenantally-
                                                
394 See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 55-56. For more information on pseudepigraphy and authorship see Bart 
Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in Early Christian Polemics (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012); and the review David Brakke, “Early Christian Lies and the Lying Liars 
Who Wrote Them: Bart Ehrman's Forgery and Counterforgery,” JR 96, no. 3 (2016): 378-390, esp. 385-
388; Hindy Najman (with Itamar Manoff and Eva Mroczek), “How to Make Sense of Pseudonymous 
Attribution: The Cases of 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch,” in A Companion to Biblical Interpretation in Early 
Judaism, ed. Matthias Henze (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2012), 326. Hindy Najman, Seconding Sinai: 
The Development of Mosaic Discourse in Second Temple Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 13. In what 
follows, I will refer to the author of the unified work known as 4 Ezra exclusively as “the author,” reserving 
the moniker Ezra to denote the character Ezra.  
395 The identification of Rome with Babylon is not unique to this text. See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 10, 56, 
56 n. 22; and John J. Collins, “Sibylline Oracles,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H. 
Charlesworth (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1983), 396-397, 396 n. i2. See also Revelation 14:8, 16:19, 
17:3-5, 18:2, 18:21; Sibylline Oracles 5:143, 5:159; and 2 Baruch 11:1.  
396 Note, I am using Bruce Metzger’s system for dividing and numbering 4 Ezra’s visions. 
397 See Edith McEwan Humphrey, The Ladies and the Cities: Transformation and Apocalyptic Identity 
in Joseph and Aseneth, 4 Ezra, the Apocalypse and the Shepherd of Hermas (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1995), 69-70. 
398 Karina Hogan argues that Ezra and Uriel each represent a different theology or school of wisdom. 
Ezra represents covenantal wisdom, Uriel represents eschatological wisdom, and the author views himself 
as part of neither tradition. See Karina M. Hogan, Theologies in Conflict in 4 Ezra: Wisdom, Debate, and 
Apocalyptic Solution (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 35, 41-45.  
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based responsibility to creation and to illustrate Israel’s state of hopelessness; without 
God’s control and protection, the people have no reason to expect deliverance. 
Conversely, Uriel’s maternal images highlight God’s power, equating the hopeful anxiety 
that precedes birth to the anticipation of God’s intervention into human life and the 
subsequent judgment of the wicked at the eschaton. The theme of God’s power over the 
course of human life serves as a common thread between these seemingly disparate 
applications of images of pregnancy. These images establish God’s masculinized 
sovereignty over the entirety of creation, and as 4 Ezra personifies creation and genders 
the current age as feminine, it becomes clear that the current imperium is depraved but 
pregnant by God’s design and waiting to give birth to a new age under his reign. To make 
this argument, 4 Ezra creatively reapplies elements familiar from Roman iconography 
related to the female body and fecundity to assert God’s unequivocal power and control 
over creation, history, and time. Working to secure a definition of time and the ages 
according to the God of Israel, 4 Ezra deploys images of pregnancy to denote the 
degradation of the present and images of birth to signify an apocalyptic end to corrupt 
Roman rule. The narrative reaches a turning point as Ezra narrates his vision of a woman 
in a field giving birth to a beautiful city—the nascent future under God’s reign.  
Ezra’s main concern about the fate of Israel remains unresolved until the fourth 
vision, where Ezra is depicted confronting a woman in a field mourning the loss of her 
only son. After two unsuccessful attempts to console her, the woman’s face blazes with 
light, and she shrieks so loudly that the earth shakes around her. Ezra seems temporarily 
blinded by the light emanating from the woman’s face, but when he regains his sight the 
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woman is gone and a magnificent city stands in her place. This complex fourth vision is 
the decisive moment in the narrative, after which Ezra’s demeanor changes and his 
concern for his people seems to be resolved. It presents a preview of God’s redemptive 
plans for Israel communicated to the visionary through the mourning woman’s 
emotionally raw, painful, and awe-inspiring experience of apocalyptic birth and, of 
course, the “child” or the city presented as the result. The maternal images in the first 
four visions of 4 Ezra demonstrate an authorial fascination with women’s bodies and 
their mysterious reproductive capacities—which, the writer presupposes, are controlled 
by God—but they also reveal the writer’s sense that the procreative bodies of women are 
a model through which faithful men can better understand their relationship to God and 
God’s plans for creation.  
In this chapter, I read 4 Ezra alongside Paul’s letters and Revelation as an 
example of first-century Jewish apocalyptic literature. In the first half of the narrative, the 
characters, Ezra and Uriel, juxtapose their conceptions of time and the purpose of 
creation with the pregnant bodies of women in order to communicate their ideas 
concerning the present degradation of Israel and humanity, the sovereignty of God, and 
their hope for the future. These images lead into the fourth vision and provide essential 
background information for interpreting the vision of the mourning woman in the field 
connecting the argumentative dialogues to their apocalyptic resolution. The dialogues and 
their resolution contribute to and function within a broader cultural rhetoric of childbirth 
that attributes negative characteristics such as hollowness and excess to the maternal 
body, while maintaining an unyielding optimistic hope for the future connected to the 
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child and its birth—the moment of bodily separation between mother and infant. 4 Ezra 
makes use of culturally resonant images of the pregnant female body to express the pain 
and degradation of the present time, and to demonstrate that the God of Israel is the virile 
creator, executor, and masculine patriarch of the cosmos—ruler of the past, present, and 
future.  
Like Paul’s letters and the book of Revelation, 4 Ezra offers an example of a 
Jewish apocalyptic text that employs pregnancy and childbirth as an important image 
related to the end times. 4 Ezra is distinctive, however, in developing a thematic 
organization through the first three visions that culminates in the fourth. It is also unique 
in its preoccupation with time. 4 Ezra describes the anxiety of pregnancy in detail and the 
pain and discomfort of waiting for childbirth in a way that Paul and Revelation do not. 
This narrative’s images of pregnancy, birth, and discussion of time resonate strongly with 
other first-century apocalyptic writings that portray the end as a type of birth event 
employing images of the womb as a vessel created, guided, and controlled by divine 
forces. By recounting a sequence of events focused squarely on the people of Israel, I 
argue that 4 Ezra creatively applies images of fecundity and childbirth to assert the power 
of the God of Israel over creation, history, and most importantly time.  
4 Ezra’s focus on time and the timing of the onset of a new age under the reign of 
God makes the ludi saeculares (secular games)—an imperial celebration of the beginning 
of a new golden age—a compelling point of comparison. It demonstrates that 4 Ezra’s 
narrative participates in a broader discussion of time, timing, and futurity that was 
consistently recurring within the Roman imperial system. 4 Ezra’s narrative and the 
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celebration of the ludi seculares both make use of childbearing images and rhetoric in 
order to evoke notions of futurity. As the characters in 4 Ezra use women, their bodies, 
and images of pregnancy and childbirth to conceptualize time, the secular games make 
special mention of and present supplications to the goddess of childbirth (the designated 
guardian of the future Roman citizenry) to orient celebrants toward a glorious future that 
hinges on the continued support of their gods. In addition to these similar forward-
looking uses of reproductive imagery, the celebration of the ludi seculares and 4 Ezra 
draw distinct connections between human fertility and the fecundity of earth in terms of 
agriculture and the support of human life. Using the secular games as a case study, I will 
show that 4 Ezra’s pregnancy and birth images conceptually draw together notions of 
divine influence over female fertility and eschatological expectations to highlight God’s 
superior power to define the times and ultimately to end time.  
Examples of birth images from within the first four visions highlight the 
importance and multivalence of birth images as the foundation of 4 Ezra’s rhetorical 
strategy. Ezra’s first prayer, I argue, should be evaluated within the conceptual 
framework of a birth image, and within that prayer, Ezra emphasizes God’s authority to 
define the ages through his recitation of the creation, patriarchal, and Sinaitic narratives. I 
address Uriel’s birth images as separate examples of an eschatologically oriented 
perspective on God’s organization of time. His pregnancy and birth images forge a 
connection between the female body’s inherent knowledge of when birth must happen 
and creation’s innate sense of timing concerning the eschaton. Uriel even suggests that 
irregular events affecting women’s bodies on earth might be read as signs of the arrival of 
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the eschaton. These “signs of the end” bear striking resemblance to portents from the 
Roman republican period that connect irregular birth and deformity to the discontent of 
the gods, showing a distinct conceptual connection between childbirth and divine. The 
final vision of the mourning woman in the field when interpreted in terms of childbirth 
brings the narrative to a dramatic climax as it provides a preview of the eschatological 
event that will propel humanity and creation into the future—a new and improved age 
under the reign of God.  
 
Transmission History and Contemporary Approaches   
The complex transmission history of 4 Ezra makes close readings of the text in its 
original language impossible; nevertheless, it remains possible to read 4 Ezra in a first-
century Jewish apocalyptic context that, like other contemporary apocalypses, employed 
pregnancy and childbirth as an important metaphor. 4 Ezra was preserved by Christians, 
and, as a result, the earliest extant manuscripts survive in Latin, Syriac, Georgian, 
Armenian, Ethiopic, and Arabic translations that were likely made from an earlier Greek 
version.399 Some scholars argue that the text was first composed in Hebrew, but, if so, this 
original text is wholly lost.400 The Hebrew (if it existed at all) was then likely translated 
                                                
399 There is also a fragment of 4 Ezra in Coptic. A majority of scholars agree that these manuscripts are 
translations made from the Greek. See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 2-9; Metzger, OTP, 518-519. See also R. P. 
Blake, “The Georgian Version of Fourth Esdras from the Jerusalem Manuscript,” HTR 19 (1926): 308-14. 
Stone notes the existence of two Greek hyparchetypes following Blake.  
400 See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 10-11; A.F.J. Klijn, Der lateinische Text der Apokalypse des Esra (Berlin: 
Akademie-Verlag, 1983), 9-10. As proponents of the existence of a Hebrew text Stone cites, G. H. Box, 
The Ezra-Apocalypse (London: Pitman, 1912), xiii-xx; B. Violet, Die Apokalypsen des Esra und des 
Baruch in deutscher Gestalt (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1910), xxi-xxxix; H. Gunkel, “Das vierte Buch Esra,” in 
Die Apokryphen und Pseudepigraphen des alten Testaments, ed. E. Kautzsch (Tübingen: Mohr, 1900), 
	   
205 
into Greek. While no full Greek version survives, evidence that such a document existed 
at one time is found: in the Greek quotations of 4 Ezra in the writings of early Christian 
authors like Clement of Alexandria;401 in the differences among surviving manuscripts 
that are best explained as misunderstandings of earlier Greek texts; and in the 
preservation of transliterated Greek words in the Latin and Coptic versions.402 Among the 
surviving versions, the Latin translation preserved in what became the Vulgate has been 
the most influential to the history of the text; this version was known to Tertullian (mid 2 
to early 3 c.) and those after him.403 Codex Sangermanensis (822 CE) is the earliest 
surviving Latin copy, though it is missing a considerable portion of chapter 7 (v. 36-150); 
that portion can be supplied by the next oldest manuscript, Codex Ambianensis (9th cent. 
CE).404 The Latin version serves as the base text for this study, though I also assume that 
there was a Greek Vorlage.  
Another complex issue in the study of 4 Ezra is authorial intent, which bears 
mention if only to acknowledge the extensive scholarship devoted to disentangling the 
opinion of the author from the oppositional opinions of the characters he generated, but 
like more recent scholarship, my interest in 4 Ezra lies in the context of its rhetorical 
                                                                                                                                            
2:331-401; H. Gunkel, Der Prophet Esra (IV Esra) (Tübingen: Mohr, 1900); J. Wellhausen, “Zur 
apokalyptischen Literatur,” in Skizzen und Vorarbeiten vol. 6 (Berlin: Reimer, 1899), 215-49. Hogan notes 
that there is no evidence in rabbinic literature to suggest that Jews ever engaged 4 Ezra (“2 Esdras,” 370). 
401 See Clement of Alexandria, Stromaties, 3:15-16; Stone, Fourth Ezra, 1; Bensly, The Fourth Book of 
Ezra: The Latin Version, xxvii-xxxviii.  
402 See examples in Metzger, OTP, 519-520; Stone, Fourth Ezra, 1. 
403 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 4.  
404 Metzger, OTP, 518. 
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program.405 My project addresses the way the characters, Ezra and Uriel, use images 
women’s bodies and reproduction to make specific points. As each character supports his 
own argument using maternal imagery, it becomes clear that Ezra and Uriel are distinct 
characters with unique perspectives requiring individual examination and explanation. 
Karina Hogan’s most recent interpretation of 4 Ezra persuasively argues that the reason 
for the divergent viewpoints of the characters within a single unified work is that the 
characters and their dialogues represent two distinct ancient theological positions, each of 
which reacted to and interpreted the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem differently.406 
Her approach to the text allows for the independent investigation of each image related to 
childbirth and accepts/expects discontinuity within the unified text. Building on her 
theory, I will not assume that the author speaks through one or another of the characters 
in the dialogues, and I will represent the conclusions drawn from the fourth vision as 
                                                
405 See Introduction for notes on the linguistic turn and materiality turn. For some of these older 
approaches see summary in Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 2, 10-26 and Stone, Fourth Ezra, 12-13, 15-21, 
24. See also Walter Harrelson, “Ezra among the Wicked in 2 Esdras 3-10” in The Divine Helmsman: Lou 
H. Silberman Festschrift, ed. J. Crenshaw and S. Sandmel (New York: Ktav, 1980), 21-40; E. P. Sanders, 
Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 409-
18; Alden L. Thompson, Responsibility for Evil in the Theodicy of IV Ezra (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 
1977); A. P. Hayman, “The Problem of Pseudonymity in the Ezra Apocalypse,” JSJ 6 (1975): 47-56; Earl 
Breech, “These Fragments I Have Shored Against my Ruins: The Form and Function of 4 Ezra” JBL 92, 
no. 2 (1973): 267-74; Wolfgang Harnisch, Verhängnis und Verheißung der Geschichte: Untersuchungen 
zum Zeit- und Geschichtsverständnis im 4 Buch Esra und in der syr. Baruchapokalypse (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1969); Egon Brandenburger, Adam und Christus: Exegetisch-
religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung zu Röm 5:12-21 (1 Kor 15) Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag, 
1962); W. O. E. Oesterley, II Esdras (The Ezra Apocalypse) (WC; London: Methuen, 1933); Claude G. 
Montefiore, IV Ezra: A Study in the Development of Universalism (London: Allen & Unwin, 1929), 13; 
Hermann Gunkel, “Das vierte Buch Esra,” in Die Apokryphen und Pseudepigraphen des alten Testaments, 
ed. E. Kautzsch and G. Beer (Tübingen: Mohr 1900); Kabisch, Das vierte Buch Esra auf seine Quellen 
untersucht (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht Verlag, 1889). 
406 See Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 35-40. Hogan postulates that the perspective of the author is 
absent from the dialogues, which is similar to arguments made by Harnisch and Brandenburger. Building 
on their arguments, Hogan suggests that the author’s perspective is a third “apocalyptic” point of view that 
comes to light and finally prevails in the fourth vision as the characters stop arguing and take on more 
traditional roles of obedient human visionary and trustworthy angelic interpreter.  
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distinct, forming a new perspective combining elements from each character’s 
perspective. The extensive use of images of pregnancy and childbirth by both characters 
in the dialogues and within the dramatic fourth vision demonstrates the elasticity of 
maternal images and their perceived rhetorical value particularly in discourses concerning 
divine timing and plans for the future of humanity. 
In the climactic fourth vision which I interpret as a birth scene, the rhetorical 
value of childbirth imagery is embodied within a dramatic performance that effects 
discernable change in the attitudes of the characters. The change in Ezra’s demeanor after 
he witnesses the mourning woman in the field give birth to or transform into the city is 
extraordinary, and Michael Stone’s scholarship interprets Ezra’s experience in the fourth 
vision as a kind of “conversion” turning him toward a different way of thinking.407 
Stone’s insight is important and has had an enormous impact on the study and 
interpretation of this text, but by decentralizing Ezra’s visionary experience, the value of 
                                                
407 Stone conflates the views of the character Ezra and the author of 4 Ezra in a way that I, following 
Hogan, do not. See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 32. Stone writes, “Ezra and the angel are both the author but are 
Janus faces of the author’s self.” See also Daniel Merkur, “The Visionary Practices of Jewish 
Apocalyptists,” in Psychology and the Bible: A New Way to Read the Scriptures 2 From Genesis to 
Apocalyptic Vision, ed. J. Harold Ellens and Wayne G. Rollins (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2004), 317-48. 
Concerning the “conversion” terminology, see Stone, Fourth Ezra, 31-32; Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 
29-31, 29 n. 131. Stone also produced many articles previous to his commentary beginning with his 
dissertation. See Stone, The Armenian Version of IV Ezra (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1979); Stone, A 
Textual Commentary on the Armenian Version of 4 Ezra (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990); Stone, Features of 
the Eschatology of 4 Ezra (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989); Stone, “Reactions to Destructions of the Second 
Temple: Theology, Perception, and Conversion, JSJ 12 (1982): 195-204; Stone, “Coherence and 
Inconsistency in the Apocalypses: The Case of ‘The End’ in 4 Ezra,” JBL 102, no. 2 (1983): 229-43; and 
Stone, “The Way of the Most High and the Injustice of God in 4 Ezra,” in Selected Studies in the 
Pseudepigrapha and Apocrypha with Special Reference to the Armenian Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 
348-58. For additional modern scholarship attending to the psychological elements of Ezra’s visionary 
experience see Edith McEwan Humphrey, The Ladies and the Cities, 57-81; Shannon Burkes, God, Self, 
and Death: The Shape of Religious Transformation in the Second Temple Period (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 
191-233; and Frances Flannery-Dailey, Dreamers, Scribes, and Priests: Jewish Dreams in the Hellenistic 
and Roman Eras (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 212-220. 
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maternal imagery for comprehending and envisioning the changes anticipated at the 
eschaton comes to the fore. The enigmatic rhetoric of maternity present in the dialogic 
visions is enacted in the fourth vision within the scene of transformative childbirth, and 
this vision offers a tangible and exoteric performance through which divine intention 
becomes intrinsically intelligible and coherent.  
 
Childbirth Imagery in 4 Ezra: A Brief Literature Review 
While early scholarship on 4 Ezra tends not to address the feminine images in 
detail, new research has attended more carefully to the images of pregnancy and 
childbirth in the first three discourses and the fourth vision.408 None, however, have 
presented these images within the broader cultural and material context of the Roman 
Empire in the late first century. Many scholars fold images of pregnancy into a discussion 
of 4 Ezra’s overarching concept of eschatology, but the disparate use of images of 
women’s bodies related to fecundity in Roman iconography attests to a wide range of 
                                                
408 See John Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 200-205. Collins does not address the feminine 
imagery. See also Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 35-40, 101-157. Hogan does not discuss images of 
pregnant women in her book, but she highlights the centrality of the mother earth metaphor in the 4 Ezra’s 
dialogues in an article published several years later. See Karina Hogan, “Mother Earth As a Conceptual 
Metaphor in 4 Ezra,” CBQ 73, no. 1: 72-91. Vision four (9:26-10:59) is a different sort of vision, but its 
feminine imagery can be examined using the same feminist/gender critical methodology that applies to the 
first three visions. Many scholars have suggested that Ezra’s fourth vision of a woman in a field who 
mysteriously turns into a city marks a turning point in the apocalyptic narrative. See Iricinschi, “Interroga,” 
761; Stone, Fourth Ezra, 326-31; Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 166-8; Collins, The Apocalyptic 
Imagination, 199; Humphrey, The Ladies and the Cities, 59-60; Kindalee P. De Long, “‘Ask a Woman’: 
Childbearing and Ezra's Transformation in 4 Ezra,” JSP 22, no. 2 (2012): 136; Michael E. Stone, Ancient 
Judaism: New Visions and Views (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans Publishers, 2011), 99; Frances 
Flannery, “‘Go, Ask a Woman's Womb’: Birth and the Maternal Body as Sources of Revelation and 
Wisdom in 4 Ezra,” JSP 21, no. 3 (2012): 249, 249 n. 9; Bruce W. Longenecker, Eschatology and the 
Covenant: A Comparison of 4 Ezra and Romans 1-11 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 99, 107-108. See also 
Hayman “The Problem of Pseudonymity,” 48; and A. L. Thompson, Responsibility for the Evil in the 
Theodicy of IV Ezra (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1977), 148. 
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applications and meanings.409 For this project, I am interested in addressing the way 
writers of apocalyptic eschatology reinterpreted maternal images in order to incorporate 
them within their politically dissident perspectives relating to the future.  
The relationship between time and reproduction is an essential part of the way 4 
Ezra uses images of pregnancy and childbirth. Eduard Iricinschi’s work connects 4 Ezra’s 
images to the female body’s innate timing in pregnancy and God’s plans for humanity.410 
He presents 4 Ezra’s images of the womb as a symbolic representation that 
“amalgamate(s) three different varieties of time: the underworldly time, self-contained 
like the uterus; the divine allotment, when ‘the Highest hastens on behalf of many’ 
(4:34); and the expiration time for Adam’s trespass.”411 His study implies that 4 Ezra’s 
images of pregnancy and childbirth function as a tool to express God’s exclusive power 
over the events of all human life, citing Israel as the focal point of all divine action from 
creation onward. Iricinschi’s concern for time reflects my own, but his association of 
maternal imagery with wisdom and positivity is foreign to the cultural context of the late 
first century. Time is an essential component of the argument each character makes using 
                                                
409 Flannery, “Go, Ask a Woman’s Womb,” 245-47; Stone, Fourth Ezra, 146-47; Iricinschi, 
“Interroga,” 756; Bruce W. Longenecker, 2 Esdras (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 43-58; 
Sarit Kattan Gribetz, “Women’s Bodies as Metaphors for Time in Biblical, Second Temple, and Rabbinic 
Literature,” in The Construction of Time in Antiquity: Ritual, Art, and Identity, ed. Jonathan Ben-Dov (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 174-75, 178. 
410 See Iricinschi, “Interroga,” 757-58, 762; and Mermelstein, Creation, Covenant, and the Beginnings 
of Judaism, 155. Iricinschi cites Hogan, but does not seem to take her conclusions seriously and sets up a 
typical teacher-student relationship between Uriel and Ezra. Mermelstein argues that “Ezra’s major concern 
is understanding whether the destruction signals a break from the past and constitutes a new beginning.” He 
does not connect this to images of the womb, but his work is important for understanding how the 
destruction of the Temple might have been seen as a temporal break with the past and dissolution of the 
covenant. God’s control over time and history is assumed and unquestioned.  
411 Iricinschi, “Interroga,” 758, also 755-56. 
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maternal images, but additional contextualization is required to understand the negative 
association of the womb in conjunction with the positive association of birth. 
Contextualizing 4 Ezra in Rome in the late first century under the reign of Domitian who 
celebrated the ludi seculares in 88 CE signaling the inauguration of a new golden age for 
Rome makes it clear that 4 Ezra’s concern for time and use of pregnancy images in 
relation to futurity was part of a broader conversation about time and who delineated and 
controlled it. One of the overriding concerns of 4 Ezra’s narrative is to establish that the 
God of Israel controls history, time, and generations rather than the deified dynastic 
rulers of the Roman Empire.  
Karina Hogan and Kindalee P. DeLong have catalogued images of childbearing in 
4 Ezra and connected them to more generalized images of agricultural fecundity and the 
metaphorical concept of mother earth—a feature highly relevant to images of women in 
imperial art.412 The connections between humanity and the earth are also noticeable in the 
Augustan celebration of the ludi saeculares. In his hymn written for the occasion, Horace 
draws a connection between the Goddess Ilithyia (the goddess of childbirth) and Mother 
Earth, both of whom produce offspring that support imperial goals and needs.413 The 
conceptual connection between the earth and human women pervades the narrative of 4 
Ezra from start to finish, and it relates the natural order established by God and the social 
                                                
412 See Hogan, “Mother Earth,” and DeLong, “Ask a Woman.” Hogan specifically focuses on Mother 
Earth, and DeLong addresses the childbirth imagery as a literary motif with the narrative function of 
developing Ezra’s ability to comprehend. 
413 See Shannan Stewart, “The Ludi Saeculares,” (M.A. Thesis, University of Wisconsin—Madison, 
2003), 33-52, esp. 44; Horace, Carm. Saec., lines 13-14, 29-32; CIL 6.4.32323. See Christian Hülsen, 
Inscriptiones Urbis Romae Latinae: Additamenta, Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum 6.4 (Berolini: 
Georgium Reimer, 1902), 3237-3244.  
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order including patriarchy and legitimacy so closely that they reinforce one another and 
become almost indistinguishable. Assuming a close connection between images of 
Mother Earth and female bodies makes it possible to see a much wider variety of birth 
images present in the text of 4 Ezra as objects take on gender and other human traits. The 
association between reproductive women and the earth is particularly germane to the 
fourth vision, which Frances Flannery identified and interpreted as a birth image.414 Her 
article, however, does not compare the images and words she ties to childbirth in the 
fourth image to similar images and words from Ezra’s first vision that recounts God 
presenting the Torah to Israel (4 Ezra 3:18-19) or the birth of the people of Israel. Images 
of maternity and childbirth in 4 Ezra are numerous and diverse, and recognition of the 
close association between women’s procreative bodies, agriculture, and historical 
narratives makes it possible to discern and accept a wide range of imaginative 
implementations. In what follows, I present a focused close-reading of 4 Ezra’s maternal 
imagery relating to time, agricultural fecundity, and divine power and demonstrate that 
these images function as part of a broad cultural conversation concerning futurity and 
divine control.  
 
                                                
414 See Flannery, “Go Ask,” 245-247. Flannery does not seem to agree with Hogan that Ezra and Uriel 
are presenting different arguments from different schools of thought; she presents the relationship between 
Uriel and Ezra as one between a student and teacher. Many authors assume a similar student-teacher 
relationship, see also Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 211, Iricinschi, “Interroga,” 759; De Long, 
“Ask a Woman,” 135. See also Luzia Sutter Rehmann, Geh, Frage die Gebärerin: Feministisch-
befreiungstheologische Untersuchungen zum Gebärmotiv in der Apokalyptik (Gütersloh: Chr. Kaiser, 
1995), 187-88. It is interesting to note that Hogan pointed out to Flannery that Rehmann also interpreted the 
fourth vision as a birth image, but Hogan does not address this interpretation in her article (Flannery, “Go 
Ask,” 251 n. 16). 
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The Ludi Saeculares of Augustus and Domitian 
In 17 BCE, Augustus held the ludi saeculares or secular games, and in so doing 
he attempted to forge a connection between Rome’s republican past and its imperial 
future under his rule and that of his descendants.415 These updated and redesigned games 
were meant to be a once in a lifetime event held every 110 years (thought to be the 
maximum human lifespan) that acknowledged the passage of time, petitioned the gods 
for their continued support, and marked the beginning of a new and glorious age.416 This 
public and religious acknowledgement of the passage of time and the establishment of a 
new age according to a Roman imperial system emphasized Augustus and his family, and 
through references to maternal imagery (Ilithyia and Terra Mater), they created an air of 
continuous divine providence ensuring the future of the imperium. Augustus fit his games 
into his own exceptionally tidy program of imperial propaganda, and other Roman 
emperors (notably Claudius and Domitian, who both celebrated the games after 
Augustus) followed suit using the occasion of the games to enhance their own reputations 
and principates following particularly difficult periods of conflict or misfortune.417  
                                                
415 For more information about earlier forms of the games see J. F. Hall, “The Saeculum novum of 
Augustus and its Etruscan Antecedents,” ANRW 16, no. 3 (1986): 2564-89; James R. Harrison, Paul and 
the Imperial Authorities at Thessalonica and Rome: A Study in the Conflict of Ideology (Tübingen, 
Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 97-107; Karl Galinsky, “Continuity and Change: Religion in the Augustan 
Semi-Century” in A Companion to Roman Religion, ed. Jörg Rüpke (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 
2007), 77.  
416 Mary Beard, John North, and S. R. F. Price, Religions of Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), 203. 
417 Susan Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17 B.C.E. and the Ludi Saeculares,” TAPA 146, no. 2 (2016): 
326-27. Satterfield writes, “As in so many other areas, Augustus’s actions here set a precedent that later 
Roman emperors would strive to imitate. Many of them were eager to celebrate a new saeculum in their 
own reigns: Claudius in 47 C.E (64 years after Augustus’s), Domitian in 88 (after only 41 years), 
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The timing of Augustus’ games seemed to work according to a larger 
propagandistic design. The emperor effectively contrived a synchronization of divine 
time and imperial time, which reinforced the notion of his divinely sanctioned rule and 
the establishment of a new golden age under his reign. Just before the games, he installed 
several important elements of his moral legislation, also known as the Lex Julia, that 
encouraged marriage and the production of children within aristocratic families and made 
adultery a crime complete with legal ramifications.418 Along with these new laws that 
sought to strengthen the morality of the Roman family and ensure the legitimacy of any 
offspring, Augustus’ second grandson was born, which solidified the dynastic future of 
his own family.419 The secular games, however, could not be held at will or in light of 
specific events that warranted celebration. Susan Satterfield writes, “After all, the Ludi 
Saeculares were first and foremost a religious festival, prescribed by the Sibylline 
oracles, ordained by a divine calendar rather than the agenda of the princeps.”420 In order 
to hold the games at this opportune moment, Satterfield argues that Augustus invented a 
new history of the secular games beginning in 456 BCE, and he likely devised a series of 
portents in 17 BCE that would prompt the consultation of his newly renovated Sibylline 
                                                                                                                                            
Antoninus Pius in 148, Septimius Severus in 204, and Philip I in 248. Each claimed to be ushering in a new 
Golden Age and ending a period marked by strife and trauma.” 
418 Zanker, The Power of Images, 167; Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 327. See also Treggiari, 
Roman Marriage, 60-80. 
419 See Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 327-328. Satterfield notes that military projects were 
also going well on the Parthian front, and Augustus was about to celebrate his Decennalia. See also Karl 
Galinsky, Augustan Culture: An Interpretive Introduction (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 
101; Robert Alan Gurval, Actium and Augustus: The Politics and Emotions of Civil War (Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press, 1995), 280. 
420 Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 329.  
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Oracles (purged of extraneous material) and trigger preparations for a celebration of the 
games.421  
The portents that likely prompted the consultation of the Sibylline books and the 
subsequent games were preserved in the work of Julius Obsequens and point directly to 
the role of Augustus’ family in the new-found stability of his reign. Obsequens wrote, 
“At the estate of Livia, the wife of Caesar, in the Apennines the earth trembled in a great 
quake. A meteor reaching from south to north made night as bright as the light of day. A 
tower in the gardens of Caesar by the Colline Gate was struck by lightning.”422 The comet 
and lightning strike have precedents elsewhere that connect to the beginning of a new 
saeculum (or the end of a saeculum) and previous celebrations of the games, but the 
earthquake at Livia’s villa is unique.423 Satterfield explains, “The earthquake at Livia’s 
villa stirred thoughts of the Golden Age (prosperity, fecundity, peace through victory) 
and laid the credit for its introduction at the doorstep of Augustus and his family.”424 The 
portent focused on Livia, an exemplary Roman matron and the wife of Augustus. It 
associates the inauguration of Augustus’s new age with the emperor’s matrimonial 
stability—a model for the new moral legislation also associated with the celebration of 
                                                
421 Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 330-331; Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 205. 
422 See Julius Obsequens, A Book of Prodigies, 71; For quotation see Livy, Julius Obsequens, History 
of Rome, Volume XIV: Summaries. Fragments. Julius Obsequens. General Index, trans. Alfred C. 
Schlesinger, Loeb Classical Library 404 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1959), 316-319. See 
also Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 330. 
423 For the precedents related to the other two portents see Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 330-
339, esp. 332, 332 n. 23. Satterfield draws a strong connection between celebrations of the games and 
prodigies. See also Jason P. Davies, Rome's Religious History: Livy, Tacitus, and Ammianus on Their Gods 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 217; and Federico Santangelo, Divination, Prediction and 
the End of the Roman Republic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 117-18. 
424 See Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 345. 
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his games. Livia’s villa, known for containing the Prima Porta statue in its courtyard, had 
its own significance and mythology.425 The Roman historian Seutonius recorded the story 
of Livia’s return to her villa after her marriage to Augustus. He wrote,  
…as Livia was returning to her estate near Veii, immediately after her marriage 
with Augustus, an eagle which flew by dropped into her lap a white hen, holding 
in its beak a sprig of laurel, just as the eagle had carried it off. Livia resolved to 
rear the fowl and plant the sprig, whereupon such a great brood of chickens was 
hatched that to this day the villa is called Ad Gallinas, and such a grove of laurel 
sprang up that the Caesars gathered their laurels from it when they were going to 
celebrate triumphs.426  
 
The fecundity of the of the hen and the laurel were both symbolic, but the hen was most 
notable because white hens were known to be less productive when compared to hens of 
other colors.427 The fecundity of the typically infertile hen under Livia’s care reflects the 
newfound fecundity of the Roman aristocracy that Augustus anticipated after the 
installation of his moral legislation.428 The portent at Livia’s villa shows that the impetus 
for the games involved Augustus’ family and shifts the focus from Augustus himself to 
them and their importance as a unit for the success of the Roman Empire. Augustus’s 
celebration of the secular games highlighted the interconnection of family, morality, and 
                                                
425 See Zanker, The Power of Images, 189-192, esp. 192 for information on the Prima Porta. The Prima 
Porta highlights Augusuts’ military success, and the breastplate emphasizes a Roman sense of eternity and 
the approval of the gods similar to the overall message of the images on the Ara Pacis. See also previous 
discussion of the Ara Pacis in Chapter 2 and the brief discussion of Livia in Chapter 3. 
426 Seutonius, Galba, 1; quotation from Suetonius, Lives of the Caesars, Volume II: Claudius. Nero. 
Galba, Otho, and Vitellius, trans. J. C. Rolfe, Loeb Classical Library 38 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1914), 183. See also Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 339-340, 339 n. 46. Pliny 
and Cassius Dio also attest to the laurel garden along with archaeological remains. See Pliny, NH, 15.136-
7; Cassius Dio, Roman History, 48.52.3. 
427 The laurel is a standard symbol for victory. See Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 339 n. 46; 
and Columella, Rei Rusticae, 8.2.7. 
428 While Livia bore no children for Augustus, they remained married and her son, Tiberius, from her 
first marriage (adopted by Augustus) went on to rule after his death. 
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futurity through offerings made to the goddess of childbirth, Ilithyia, and the productive 
and fecund Tellus (Mother Earth). 
Horace’s secular hymn includes praise of Ilithyia and referred directly to 
Augustus’ marriage legislation. Horace wrote,  
You whose gentle function it is to open the way for births in due season, protect 
our mothers, o Ilithyia, or Lucina if you prefer that name, or Genitalis. O goddess, 
be pleased to rear our young, and to grant success to the Fathers’ edicts on the 
yoking together of men and women and on the marriage law for raising a new 
crop of children, so that the unfailing cycle of ten times eleven years may bring 
round singing and games that are thronged with people three times by daylight 
and as often in the pleasant time of night.429 
 
The hope expressed here is the stabilization and multiplication of the Roman aristocracy 
through childbearing, such that there will be three times as many celebrants in 110 years. 
Augustus’ games and his larger visual program of imperial propaganda draw concrete 
and explicit connections between childbirth, time, divine assent, and Roman power.430 
The element of time and longevity based on dynastic succession, an ever-present 
undertone of imperially sanctioned material culture, is emphasized within Augustus’ 
reinterpreted celebration of the ludi saeculares. These games communicate that time, 
along with everything else, is on the side of the Romans and their imperial leaders.  
 Though Ezra would not have been alive to see the performance of Augustus’ 
games, he may have heard of the games hosted by Claudius in 47 CE. Celebrated several 
                                                
429 Horace, Carm. Saec., 13-24; quotation from Horace, Odes and Epodes, ed. and trans. Niall Rudd, 
Loeb Classical Library 33 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 263.  
430 Horace also makes reference to Mother Earth in maternal terms. He writes, “May Mother Earth, 
who is fertile in crops and livestock, present Ceres with a crown of corn; may Jove’s wholesome showers 
and breezes nourish all that she brings forth” (Horace, Carm. Saec., 29-32; quotation from Horace, Odes 
and Epodes, 265). 
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decades too early, Claudius apparently justified the occasionby relating them to the 800th 
celebration of the founding of Rome.431 If Ezra was in Rome shortly after the destruction 
of the temple it is possible that he would have experienced Domitian’s games celebrated 
in 88 CE or perhaps preparations related to them. The games celebrated the endurance of 
the Roman Empire and its people through the virility of their men, the obedience and 
fecundity of their women, and the abundance of the earth under their stewardship. 
Domitian’s celebration (and that of Severus in 204 CE) was said to mimic Augustus’ 
games celebrating the end of a tumultuous period, and the beginning of a new golden 
age.432 Examining coins minted by Domitian that reference his games, Melanie 
Sobocinski writes, “I conclude that, for a limited audience, these coins attempted to send 
a coherent message emphasizing the solemnity and ritual completeness of Domitian’s 
Ludi Saeculares and linking his celebration to Augustus’ Ludi Saeculares of 17 B.C.E.”433 
This kind of celebration less than twenty years after the destruction of the temple in 
Jerusalem and the installation of Roman rule in Israel would hardly be welcomed by Jews 
still reeling and regrouping after the loss of their cultural and religious center. The 
                                                
431 See Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 326-27; Beard, North and Price, Religions of Rome, 
206. See also Suetonius, Claudius, 21.2. Seutonius wrote, “He also celebrated secular games, alleging that 
they had been given too early by Augustus and not reserved for the regular time; although he himself writes 
in his own History that when they had been discontinued for a long time, Augustus restored them to their 
proper place after a very careful calculation of the intervals. Therefore the herald’s proclamation was 
greeted with laughter, when he invited the people in the usual formula to games ‘which no one had ever 
seen or would ever see again’; for some were still living who had seen them before, and some actors who 
had appeared at the former performance appeared at that time as well” [quotation from Suetonius, Lives of 
the Caesars, Volume II: Claudius, trans. J. C. Rolfe, Loeb Classical Library 38 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1914), 39]. 
432 Satterfield, “The Prodigies of 17BCE,” 32-37; Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome, 206; 
Melanie Grunow Sobocinski, “Visualizing Ceremony: The Design and Audience of the Ludi Saeculares 
Coinage of Domitian” AJA, 110, no. 4 (2006): 581-602.  
433 Sobocinski, “Visualizing Ceremony,” 581. 
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narrative of 4 Ezra participates in this conversation of power and futurity by providing its 
own timeline of important events focused on Israel instead of Rome and its citizens. 4 
Ezra works to position the God of Israel as the ultimate creator and ruler of the universe 
using very similar symbolic language that emphasizes the passage of time through images 
of the female body, pregnancy, and childbirth beginning with a narration of the history of 
Israel emphasizing God’s affinity and involvement. 
 
Time and Birth in Ezra’s Prayer 
Ezra’s opening prayer contains a historical summary that forms the basis of his 
conception of time and God’s power over it. He begins by outlining the ages of Israel 
from creation through the present (ending after the destruction of the first temple in 586 
BCE). These ages establish God’s control over human history and highlight God’s 
special relationship to Israel. In his narrative, the Sinaitic period connects God’s 
involvement with Israel to the concept of childbirth and establishes God as a masculine 
sovereign over his passive creation and people. This claim is foundational to 
understanding the birth images that follow, and it is particularly relevant to the fourth 
vision where God’s intervention into human life again mirrors images of childbirth and 
previews Israel’s renewal and the establishment of a new age under His reign. 
 
Israel’s Saecula 
In the first vision, Ezra takes care to outline Israel’s history and relationship to 
God creating the notion of ages, similar to the notion of saecula. Ezra places the giving of 
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the law at the center of this narration and renders it as a birth image connecting the 
presentation of law to the birth of the people of Israel. Beginning at the time of creation, 
he outlines six distinct periods: (1) creation to Adam’s transgression, (2) Adam’s 
transgression to Noah, (3) Noah to Abraham, (4) Abraham to the giving of the Law at 
Sinai, (5) the giving of the Law at Sinai to King David, and (6) King David to the 
destruction (4 Ezra 3:4-27).434 These periods seem to catalogue God’s active involvement 
in creating Israel and eventually destroying it. The destruction of the temple is essential 
to this narrative sequence. It serves as Ezra’s motivation for questioning God’s justice 
and the premise for Ezra and Uriel’s conversations, but it also seems to structure Ezra’s 
view of Israel’s history by creating a unified cycle—beginning to end. The narrative 
opens on Ezra wondering aloud if this is really the end of the people of Israel as he 
demands to know what the destruction means in terms of the covenant between his 
people and their god. The setting of the story in the past provides an answer. It sets up the 
conceptual system of continuous historical cycles or ages by acknowledging that the 
current destruction at the hands of the Romans was not the first. 4 Ezra begins at an end, 
and in so doing the narrative assures the reader of the possibility of a new beginning.  
Ezra’s narration of past events, his record of God’s involvement with Israel, and 4 
Ezra’s setting in a decidedly tragic period of Israel’s past implies that Israel has always 
experienced temporal cycles of rewards and punishments faced by different generations 
at different times creating the notion of ages (the age of Noah, the age of Abraham, 
                                                
434 King David to the destruction is considered present time in terms of the narrative setting of 4 Ezra.  
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etc.).435 The narrative setting alongside Ezra’s prayer reinforces a notion of continuous 
cyclical time. Reciting events from the mythic past that led to the formation of Israel and 
the establishment of Jerusalem, Ezra recalls God’s favor despite Israel’s faults, and he 
questions, not the nature of time or its cyclical movement, but the harshness of the 
current punishment.436 After periods of sin and strife in Ezra’s recitation, God’s 
interventions seem intended to improve Israel’s situation just as the celebration of a new 
saeculum is meant to usher in a new golden age. After God appointed death for Adam 
and all his descendants (3:7), 4 Ezra 3:8-11 continues saying, 
And every nation walked after its own will and did ungodly things before you and 
scorned you, and you did not hinder them. But again, in its time you brought the 
flood upon the inhabitants of the world and destroyed them. And the same fate 
befell them: As death came upon Adam, so the flood upon them. But you left one 
of them, Noah with his household, and all the righteous who have descended from 
him. 
 
The flood seems to have been intended to fix the problem of ungodliness, but over time 
and the production of children, peoples, and nations, ungodliness took hold again in the 
age of Noah (3:12). From that point, God appointed patriarchs (3:13-18) and gave the 
Law (3:18-19) establishing Israel and working towards its advancement. Each 
intervention Ezra narrates seems to signal the beginning of a new age following a period 
                                                
435 These ages seem to repeat a basic pattern of rise and fall, and the setting of 4 Ezra (in “Babylon” 
after the destruction of the first Temple) betrays a close relationship between past and present cycles. Hindy 
Najman explains writing, “…we may infer from 4 Ezra that, for some, the destruction of the Second 
Temple made it seem as though the destruction of the first had not been overcome at all, as though the 
reconstruction had never happened, as though time were still frozen, not in the present of the first century 
CE, but in the past of the sixth century BCE” (Najman, Losing the Temple, 16). See also Stone, Fourth 
Ezra, 54; Metzger, OTP, 517-520; Mermelstein, Reconceiving Historical Time, 176-178; and Iricinschi, 
“Interroga,” 755. 
436 The setting of 4 Ezra in the past after the destruction of the first Temple in Jerusalem is interesting 
because the audience would know that Israel recovered and rebuilt. Ezra’s character is most certainly grief-
stricken, but the setting would also give a first-century audience reason to hope for renewal. 
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of ungodliness or rejection.437 By recounting these events, Ezra implies that God 
determines the establishment of a new age as God sees fit.  
 While Ezra’s opening monologue seems designed to shame God for failing to 
resolve the issue of an evil heart that began with Adam, it also makes a very clear 
statement about God’s involvement in the formation of Israel, the appointment of its 
righteous leaders, and its chosen status. God remains in control of time and the cycle of 
reward and punishment, and patriarchal descent and birth figure prominently in Ezra’s 
narrative as a marker of the passage of time over the course of human generations. Adam 
(3:7), Noah (3:11-12), and Abraham/Isaac/Jacob (3:15-16) are the progenitors of all 
humanity, but Israel has been singled out and given the Law demarcating its status. The 
election of Israel over and above all others forms the basis of Ezra’s covenantal 
perspective and colors his expectations of God. He asks directly if “Babylon” (read 
Rome) has done something to deserve their favored status over Zion (3:31), but Ezra 
never questions God’s control of the situation or insinuates that “Babylonian gods” (read 
Roman gods) have taken control. He consistently appeals to Israel’s election throughout 
the dialogues (3:12-36; 5:23-30; 6:54-59; 8:15-19, 26, 31), and implies that according to 
the covenant foraged in the mythological past and carried forward through the ages by the 
descendants of Jacob, the people of Israel remain deserving of God’s favor.438  
 
                                                
437 Ungodliness follows the story of Noah (3:12), rejection and enslavement follows the story of 
Abraham (3:16), the evil heart remains after the introduction of the Law (3:20), and transgression follows 
David (3:25).  
438 See Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 126-134.  
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The Birth of the Law 
In 4 Ezra 3:18-19 Ezra narrates a stunning birth image concerning the birth of the 
Torah and its presentation to the people of Israel at Sinai.439 This image foreshadows 
Ezra’s vision of the mourning woman using similar details describing the eschatological 
birth process including natural phenomenon like lightning and earthquakes, and it 
actively compares God’s interventions into creation to childbirth. In 4 Ezra, the God of 
Israel ensures the fertility of his people acting as progenitor and midwife, and both 
Romans and the people of Israel seem to view fertility and childbirth as systems through 
which the divine can interact with and support humanity. The childbirth motif permeates 
Ezra’s discussion of the law, and two particular points of comparison stand out: (1) the 
graphic images of passage through gates and narrow paths found in other examples 
within 4 Ezra, and (2) the period of time between God’s covenant with Abraham and the 
formal presentation of the Law to the people of Israel at Sinai, which might be viewed as 
a period of gestation. Finally, 4 Ezra’s birth image concerning the law sets up a 
birth/theophany parallel that establishes an active-masculine/passive-feminine 
relationship between God and his creation that continues throughout the fourth vision. 
In 4 Ezra 3:18-19 Ezra says, “You bent down the heavens and shook the earth, 
and moved the world, and made the depths to tremble, and troubled the times. And your 
glory passed through the four gates of fire and earthquake and wind and ice to give the 
Law to the descendants of Jacob, and your commandment to the posterity of Israel.” 
                                                
439 Scholars do not tend to analyze this image narration as a birth image, but the parallels between 
theophany and birth images are striking. 
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Many scholars do not view Ezra’s description of the theophany at Sinai as a birth image, 
however, the mourning woman in the field is certainly a birth image complete with 
screams, trembling labor pains (commoveo), and the eventual birth of a beautiful city.440 
There is no reason not to interpret this powerful textual image in a similar way. In this 
passage, the heavens bend down (inclinasti) and elements of creation or parts of the earth 
shake (statuisti), move (commovisti) and tremble (tremere). There is no sound described, 
but this image is lively and redolent allowing the imagination to fill-in a variety of sounds 
to complete the mental picture, including howling winds and the sounds of hail, unstable 
structures crashing to the ground, and deep resounding rumblings as previously stable 
earth becomes mobile. The four different kinds of movement (bending, shaking, moving, 
and trembling), imply rapid and continuous changes in the character of movement 
characteristic of writhing or struggling. The image of childbirth here is tumultuous and 
seems dangerous, which is interesting as Horace’s hymn implores the goddess of 
childbirth to protect (tueor) mothers through the process. While clearly intense, God’s 
presence and involvement seems to mitigate the dangers of parturition, and even without 
vocalizations, it is possible to interpret this as a birth image that foreshadows the images 
present in the fourth vision. 
In addition to the movement and imaginable sound, there is the notion of God’s 
glory passing through four gates of natural phenomenon (fire, earthquake, wind, and 
                                                
440 4 Ezra 3:18 and 10:26 use the same Latin terminology to describe the shaking. See Klijn, Der 
lateinische Text der Apokalypse des Esra, 26, 70. See also Flannery, “Go Ask,” 251; Exodus 19:16-19; and 
Deuteronomy 5:2-5. 
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ice).441 This is perhaps the most graphic part of the image that evokes a newborn’s 
passage through the birth canal and/or vaginal opening.442 Other childbirth images from 4 
Ezra’s third vision (7:6-13 and 8:8) also use the notion of passage through elemental 
gates. In 4 Ezra 7:6-13, Uriel and Ezra agree that childbirth involves movement or 
passage between spaces. Uriel tells a story about a city on a plain given to a man as an 
inheritance, but the narrow entrance to the city is flanked on either side by fire and deep 
water and the man must walk that path to receive it (4 Ezra 7:6-9). Uriel explains in 7:12, 
“And so the entrances of this world were made narrow and sorrowful and toilsome; they 
are few and evil, full of dangers and involved in great hardships.” Kindalee P. De Long 
writes about this passage saying, “Given the repeated language of childbearing, the 
angel’s description of difficult, narrow entrances that lead to a new, broad place, brings to 
mind the infant’s laborious journey through the birth canal into a new world.”443 4 Ezra 
8:8 also uses the image of fire and water in terms of childbirth and creation; as Ezra 
pleads for mercy for creation he says, “And because you give life to the body which is 
not fashioned in the womb, and furnish it with members, what you have created is 
preserved in fire and water…” Hogan suggests that this is “shorthand for the four 
                                                
441 Stone suggests that God’s glory “denotes God,” but he also notes that it could be simply an attribute 
of God (Fourth Ezra, 72). The point for Ezra is not God’s presence at Sinai, but the delivery of the law. If 
we interpret this scene as a birth image, God is acting more as a midwife commanding/helping to open the 
passages of creation in order to bring the law into the world. It is not wholly uncommon for God’s law to 
be equated with God’s glory, see Bar. 4:3-4.  
442 This might also be a sexual image relating to conception as God seems to penetrate creation in order 
to deposit the Law. In either case, God seems to be working through the passive, penetrable, and feminine 
body of creation. 
443 De Long, “Ask a Woman.” 131. It should be noted that this passage seems to portray the maternal 
body and childbirth in a decidedly negative light (sorrowful, toilsome, evil, full of dangers and great 
hardships).  
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elements [earth, air, fire, water] out of which both the world and the human body were 
created…”444 The entrance of the law in to creation in 4 Ezra 3:18-19 is also a difficult 
and fearful journey through the four elements. The fact that both Ezra and Uriel employ 
the idea of passage through natural elements in their images of childbirth strongly 
suggests that this theophany could also be interpreted as an image of birth. 
Just before this theophanic birth, Ezra narrates the conception of the covenant 
between God and Abraham, which was passed down to Isaac and Jacob. The period 
between the original covenant with Abraham and the formal giving of the Law at Sinai 
might be interpreted as a gestational period before the Law formally comes into being on 
the earth among the people, which is also consistent with birth imagery. Regarding the 
Law given at Sinai, Hogan writes, “The Sinai covenant is presented as a renewal or 
formalization of the covenant with Jacob for his descendants, marked by the giving of the 
law, not as a separate covenant (3:17-19).”445 Ezra seems to envision the covenant forged 
between Abraham and God as invisible and developing, and during this developmental 
period, the covenant was only applicable to some (Isaac to the exclusion of Ishmael, and 
Jacob to the exclusion of Esau as in 4 Ezra 3:16). The birth of the covenant signaled its 
formal presentation to the entirety of the descendants of Jacob. Birth made the invisible 
                                                
444 See Hogan, “Mother Earth,” 86, 86 n. 40. She suggests Greek influence comparing Philo and 
Plato’s Timaeus.  
445 Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 127. 
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and informal covenant visible and formalized; it was born when it was fully developed 
and ready to be ascribed to Jacob’s entire family without exclusions.446  
Viewing Ezra’s Sinaiatic narrative as a birth image establishes an active-
masculine/passive-feminine relationship between God and creation. The image of the 
earth and the depths trembling and shuddering shows creation acting as a womb or a 
woman in labor. Isaiah 21:3-4 and Jeremiah 49:23-24 use the image of trembling and 
shuddering in relation to a woman in labor, and Psalms 48:7 also deploys a very similar 
image of a woman in labor shaking.447 Paul’s letter to the Romans similarly identifies 
creation as a woman in labor groaning in labor pains (Romans 8:22). Creation, here, is 
feminine and passive in direct relation to a masculine creator God who controls and 
commands her fertility. In this sense, God facilitates creation’s childbirth as both 
progenitor and midwife. This birth image recounts not only the birth of the Law but the 
birth of the people of Israel. The application of the Law creates the people of Israel, and 
the law which comes from God now applies to the descendants of Jacob who view 
themselves as elect and chosen by God as God’s own people.  
 
                                                
446 See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 72-73. Stone describes this entire sequence in terms of the theophany at 
Sinai. The theophany at Sinai was uniquely productive as it produced the Law and left it behind with the 
people. Uriel consistently compares birth and the escahton, which involves God’s intervention into the 
workings of creation. In 4 Ezra 6:18, this intervention is specifically called a “visit” (visitem). It is, 
therefore, not surprising to find descriptors relating to childbirth applied to both theophany and the 
eschaton.  
447 The translation in the JPS reflects this meaning more succinctly. See also Kalmanofsky, “Israel’s 
Baby,” 65-67. See also Flannery, “Go Ask,” 250-51. Flannery cites Isaiah 23:4 as an example as well. 
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Pregnancy and Childbirth in Ezra’s Dialogues  
After Ezra recounts the history of his people and the birth of the covenant, he 
accuses God of setting his own people up for failure by giving them the Law but leaving 
them with evil hearts.448 The juxtaposition of the Law and the evil heart raises questions 
about God’s justice to which all Ezra’s birth images refer but never resolve. His argument 
rests on the notion of family, making birth and the generations of the people of Israel 
central elements of his discussion, but the evil heart is also inherited from Adam. The 
womb, then, is an ambivalent site of reproduction for both good and evil in Ezra’s 
dialogues. Ezra’s pregnancy and birth images reflect this difficulty by vacillating between 
depictions that engender both positive and negative evaluations of the state of humanity 
and Israel’s relationship to God. In some cases, Ezra wishes that he had never been born, 
while in others he meditates on God’s care while forming infants in the womb. Ezra’s 
images bring to light the problems with pregnancy and childbirth, and through them he 
implies that God’s control over humanity is unquestionable even as God’s justice is 
arbitrary and inscrutable. The common thread between Ezra’s images of pregnancy and 
childbirth is the passivity of feminine creation as a vessel used for the expression of 
God’s will. These dialogues establish Ezra’s expectations for the continuation of human 
life on earth despite the destruction of the temple. He does not expect an eschatological 
solution, which sets the stage for his complete and utter shock witnessing the fourth 
                                                
448 See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 62. Stone writes, “This is not the story of God’s deeds seen as gracious acts 
to Israel; instead, it is the story of God’s deeds viewed as responsible for the fearful fate of Zion.” See also 
Stone’s “Excursus on Adam’s Sin” (Stone, Fourth Ezra, 63-67).  
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vision—an eschatological preview of the birth of a new and beautiful city from the 
mourning mother Zion.  
 
Ezra’s Birth  
After the birth of the Law, Ezra complains, “Yet you did not take away from them 
their evil heart, so that your Law might bring forth fruit in them. For the first Adam, 
burdened with an evil heart, transgressed and was overcome, as were also all who were 
descended from him. Thus, the disease became permanent; the law was in the people’s 
heart along with the evil root, but what was good departed, and the evil remained.”449 
This passage shows that Ezra’s concept of covenant is tied to the family of Israel over the 
course of history along with the idea of evil. Ezra argues that Adam’s evil heart caused 
humanity to transgress, an evil heart formed by God at the beginning and passed down 
through all human generations (4 Ezra 3:4-8). Yet, even after the birth of the covenant 
and the official formation of the people of Israel, Adam’s evil heart remained within 
humanity, and the two elements of good and evil continued to be replicated together 
within and among the descendants of Jacob.450 The coexistence and perpetual 
reproduction of the covenant alongside evil within Israel becomes the central problem 
around which Ezra’s side of the dialogues revolve. 
                                                
449 4 Ezra 3:20-22. 
450 4 Ezra 3:7 reads, “And you laid upon him [Adam] one commandment of yours; but he transgressed 
it, and immediately you appointed death for him and his descendants. From him there sprang nations and 
tribes, peoples, and clans, without number.” See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 69. Stone writes, “By the conjunction 
of phrases, the verse implies that the begetting of children is a corollary of death.” See also 2 Apoc. Bar 
23:4: “when Adam sinned and death was decreed on those who were to be born…”  
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After Ezra’s recitation of Israel’s history tracking the problem of evil from 
creation through to the present, an angel, Uriel, comes to him by way of a response. The 
angel rebukes him asking a series of unanswerable questions, and Ezra replies with utter 
despair.451 4 Ezra 4:10-12 reads,  
And he [Uriel] said to me, “You cannot understand the things with which you 
have grown up; how then can your mind (also vessel) comprehend the way of the 
Most High? And how can one who is already worn out by the corrupt world 
understand incorruption?” When I heard this, I fell on my face and said to him, “It 
would be better for us not to be here (adsum) than to come here and live in 
ungodliness, and to suffer and not understand why.”452  
 
De Long notes that in the Ethiopic and Armenian versions the verb is ‘to be born,’ but the 
meaning is essentially the same in either case.453 Lamenting his own birth or his earthly 
existence, Ezra expresses the degradation of the current state of the world, the terrible 
fate of his people, and their utter helplessness. He argues that his own abortion or non-
existence would have been preferable to an inescapable evil heart. In the second vision, 
he is even more explicit. Ezra has found no clarity in his discussions with Uriel and 
continues to question how God has allowed the persistence of Israel in conjunction with 
evil. In 4 Ezra 5:35 he asks, “Why then was I born? Or why did not my mother’s womb 
become my grave, that I might not see the travail of Jacob and the exhaustion of the 
people of Israel?”454 Within this vision, the character Ezra again wishes he had never been 
                                                
451 See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 80-85; cf. Job 37:14-39:30.  
452 Metzger, OTP, 530. For notes on the term “vessel” see Stone, Fourth Ezra, 78, 85. 
453 De Long, “Ask a Woman,” 121. Stone notes similar sentiments in Job 3:11; 10:18; and Qoh 4:2-3 
among others. Stone also explains that “The possibility exists of confusion of forms of the Greek γεννάω, 
‘to bear,’ and γίνομαι, ‘to become,’ which would be very similar, for example, in the aorist passive” 
(Stone, Fourth Ezra, 87). See also Stone’s translation of the passage (Stone, Fourth Ezra, 78-79). 
454 This passage is quoted by Clement of Alexandria in Stromateis 3:16. 
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born, but he is also making an argument representing his covenantal point of view. Ezra 
uses the cycle of birth, life, and death occurring over and over again among the 
descendants of Jacob (his people) to illustrate the continuous nature of the covenant 
extending through the generations. He recognizes himself as among the most recent 
iteration of the descendants of Jacob; they are the ones that happen to witness the 
destruction of the temple or happen to be punished (3:25-27). Ezra’s exclamation and 
wish that he’d never been born highlights the ambiguity of the womb. It passively 
perpetuates the covenant, but simultaneously produces those worthy of or those who must 
endure punishment.  
This dialogue sets up a negative association between evil and generation or 
reproduction all tied to the human population on earth.455 As it stands for Ezra, the world 
is doomed to continue to helplessly reproduce evil in its evil state, but he does not go as 
far as Paul to suggest that procreation should therefore stop. Unlike Paul, Ezra does not 
have an apocalyptic worldview. His conception of time in this vision is continuous, and 
as Eduard Iricinschi writes, “…the author of 4 Ezra traces a temporal and textual arc 
between Adam’s transgression and God’s destruction of Jerusalem at the hands of the 
nations, as a punishment for his dwellers’ replication of Adam’s original 
misdemeanor.”456 The timeline, then, focused on the continuity of evil generations since 
the beginning of creation, requires God’s intervention and the inauguration of a new age 
                                                
455 De Long, “Ask a Woman,” 120; Iricinschi, “Interroga,” 755. 
456 Iricinschi, “Interogga,” 755. I cannot agree with Iricinschi’s conclusions regarding the “wise 
womb,” but his evaluation of Ezra’s concept of linear time is helpful.  
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of righteousness similar to the concept of a new golden age celebrated in Augustus’ 
secular games.  
 
The System of Childbirth and God’s Care (4 Ezra 8:7-15) 
Ezra’s final, and perhaps most emotional discussion of pregnancy and childbirth 
occurs in the third vision in an extended discussion with Uriel. In 4 Ezra 8:5-16 Ezra 
says,  
For not of your own will did you come into the world, and against your will you 
depart, for you have been given only a short time to live. O Lord above us, grant 
to your servant that we may pray before you, and give us a seed for our heart and 
cultivation of our understanding so that fruit may be produced, by which every 
mortal who bears the likeness of a human being may be able to live. For you 
alone exist, and we are a work of your hands, as you have declared. And because 
you give life to the body that is now fashioned in the womb, and furnish it with 
members, what you have created is preserved amid fire and water, and for nine 
months the womb endures your creature that has been created in it. But that which 
keeps and that which is kept shall both be kept by your keeping. And when the 
womb gives up again what has been created in it, you have commanded that from 
the members themselves (that is, from the breasts) milk, the fruit of the breasts, 
should be supplied, so that what has been fashioned may be nourished for a time; 
and afterwards you will still guide it in your mercy. You have nurtured it in your 
righteousness, and instructed it in your law, and reproved it in your wisdom. You 
put it to death as your creation, and make it live as your work. If then you will 
suddenly and quickly destroy what with so great labor was fashioned by your 
command, to what purpose was it made? And now I will speak out: About all 
humankind you know best; but I will speak about your people, for whom I am 
grieved, and about your inheritance, for whom I lament, and about Israel, for 
whom I am sad, and about the seed of Jacob, for whom I am troubled.  
 
This text is a good summary of Ezra’s covenantal argument using pregnancy and 
childbearing as its central theme and highlighting creation and humanity’s lack of control 
over itself, and it is also the most explicit expression of humanity’s feminization, 
hollowness, and passivity. Ezra acknowledges God as the creator of all—the creator of 
	   
232 
what grows in the wombs of human women (that which is kept) and the creator of the 
womb itself (that which keeps)—highlighting God’s ultimate control and the passivity of 
his creations (women and the womb).457 Regarding this passage Hogan writes, “By 
referring to the womb so abstractly, the author suggests that what is true of “creation in 
the womb” is true of creation more generally: God is the creator of every new thing, but 
also of the world in which new things find their place.”458 Ezra seems to be arguing that 
given the care required to create creation itself and to oversee the procreation of humans 
within creation, God should not impulsively destroy either one.459 Stone remarks on a 
resemblance to Ezra’s first monologue in vision 1 (4 Ezra 3:4-36), which “reiterates the 
responsibility borne by God for the creation of mankind.”460 Ezra’s tone is despondent 
and desperate, but still accusatory suggesting that God’s willingness to demolish what 
God created is unjust. The unequivocal control of God in the act of creation and beyond 
sharply contrasts creation’s and humanity’s lack of control. These verses echo, some of 
the same ideas evident in the votive uterii left at shrines throughout Italy. The votives, 
like Ezra’s discussion, give shape and purpose to the womb, but the inner workings 
remain mysterious and outside the realm of human knowledge or ability to control. Ezra 
attributes tremendous power to the womb, but it quickly becomes clear that all the power 
truly lies within the hands of God.  
                                                
457 Hogan, “Mother Earth,” 86. See also 4 Ezra 8:9 “But that which keeps and that which is kept shall 
both be kept by your keeping.”  
458 Hogan, “Mother Earth,” 86. 
459 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 264. 
460 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 264. 
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Ezra’s monologue seems curiously distant from the process of birth, even as he is 
fascinated by pregnancy and nursing. He removes the womb from the body of a woman, 
and downplays the moment of childbirth. It is not a woman, then, who endures nine 
uncomfortable months of pregnancy, but the disembodied womb. The only line 
describing childbirth (“And when the womb gives up again what has been created in 
it…”) does not acknowledge the pain of labor. It is not abnormal to describe just a womb 
(as is made very clear by votives and amulets), but it is unusual to move through the 
entire process of pregnancy, childbirth, and nursing without the mention of a mother 
figure.461 Ezra’s use of the disembodied womb and breast, here, allow him to meditate on 
the wonders of God’s creative action and envision God as a mother figure. God’s creation 
of the nurturing female body serves in Ezra’s argument as evidence for God’s love of 
humanity.  
This argument is especially evident in Ezra’s discussion of breast milk and the 
rearing of the child after it is born. Stone remarks,  
The point of the argument is that this instruction is part of the great trouble that 
God takes in creation and nurture of human beings. The idea is not developed as it 
might have been, in the direction of, “How could you so readily destroy human 
beings; after all, you educated them, so their actions, accord with your teaching,” 
a line of argument that one might imagine the author of 3:1-27 proposing.462 
 
As Stone’s evaluation suggests, Ezra’s thinking does not seem to have changed much 
over the course of his discussions with Uriel. In this passage, God’s instruction and 
wisdom justifies God’s continued patience with and support for God’s people. This 
                                                
461 The only terms used are anatomical references to the female body (matrix and mammillis). 
462 See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 267. 
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passage is one of the most positive evaluations of pregnancy that 4 Ezra has to offer. 
Pregnancy is not necessarily a negative state of being, for Ezra; it is the vehicle for the 
spread and continuation of the covenant and evidence of God’s care for humanity. 
Adam’s evil heart, however, complicates the situation and led to the destruction of the 
temple (4 Ezra 3:20-27). Ezra’s experience of subjugation and his understanding of 
God’s covenantal relationship with Israel prompt his conflicted use of pregnancy and 
childbearing images that in some cases suggest love and care for Israel emanating from 
God, and in others convey degradation, passivity, a lack of control, and hopelessness.  
 
Pregnancy in Uriel’s Dialogue 
Within the first two visions as Ezra and Uriel converse, Uriel’s references to the 
female body, pregnancy, and childbirth constitute a full description of God’s 
eschatological plans. He portrays the eschaton as creation being pregnant, experiencing 
labor, and eventually giving birth. Creation, however, does not give birth to an ordinary 
infant; it rebirths the souls of the dead. Using the reproductive lifetime of a woman as a 
framework for conceptualizing the lifetime of creation, Uriel argues that women and 
creation are both embodied vessels of containment awaiting a very specific moment in 
time at which the body mysteriously decides the infant must begin to move out.463 He 
                                                
463 Uriel’s example points to similarly mysterious timing and looks forward to the moment that is “the 
decisive turning point in history” the end of life on earth as it is known. See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 104. The 
difficulty with the notion of “the end” in Uriel’s dialogue is that it is not applied consistently to the same 
point in time, and “what point this is in any given instance is determined by context, purpose, and 
association” (Stone, Fourth Ezra, 104). See also Michael E. Stone, “Coherence and Inconsistency in the 
Apocalypses: The Case of ‘The End’ in 4 Ezra,” JBL 102, no. 2 (1983): 229-43. Medical literature often 
suggests that it is the baby who decides when to move out maintaining the passivity of the maternal body. 
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makes it clear that creation has wombs for the dead and is a womb for the living, and he 
explains that the eschaton is sure to arrive at the proper time just as a pregnant woman 
must eventually give birth. Finally, he suggests that the earth is nearing old age and the 
end of her fertility, meaning that the timeline concerning human reproduction and life on 
earth is nearly over. These divine plans subtly contradict Ezra’s earthbound covenantal 
argument by moving pregnancy and childbearing into a cosmic eschatological space that 
has a procedural order ordained by God according to which everything progresses 
towards the end of creation, the eschaton, and God’s final judgment. Uriel’s association 
of “the end” with childbirth acknowledges similarities between the construction of 
creation and the bodies of women, but they do not resolve Ezra’s concerns about “the 
redemption of Israel or the punishment of the nations.”464 Despite Uriel’s explication of 
his eschatological perspective, Ezra remains impatient and anxious so much that in 
several instances he seems to give voice to the impatient souls of the dead awaiting 
rebirth.  
As childbirth signals the end of pregnancy and the beginning of the life of the 
child, the eschaton marks the end of human life and the beginning of something new and 
unspecified under the reign of God. Uriel seems to understand creation as an age in and 
of itself with a new age to follow, and thus creation’s anticipated birth event seems to 
correspond directly to the concept of the end of one age and the beginning of another. As 
Uriel explains his expectations for creation’s childbirth event, it becomes clear that 
                                                                                                                                            
Uriel’s dialogue shifts between the maternal body of creation’s innate or divinely ordained timing and the 
impatience of the souls housed within, which reflects the literature and material remains of the time period.  
464 Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 39. 
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humanity will experience this birth in a significantly more negative way. Uriel associates 
earth’s pregnancy with the suffering and degradation of the current age, and he describes 
imminent childbirth in terms of a period of painful labor identifiable by a variety of 
terrifying signs manifest among human beings that are particularly noticeable for 
pregnant women. Ezra’s covenantal birth images and Uriel’s eschatological birth images 
work individually but fail to connect and create a unified conception of the way images 
of pregnancy and childbirth relate to God’s plans for humanity and creation. These 
perspectives (covenantal and eschatological) remain oppositional until the emotional and 
visual manifestation of the mourning woman in episode four that forms the basis for an 
apocalyptic perspective that both characters accept.  
 
“Go ask...”  
Ezra asks the same basic question over and over again of when to expect the end 
to begin, and in response to these questions, Uriel deploys the image of a pregnant 
woman, comparing the internal timing associated with the onset of labor and childbirth to 
God’s eschatological plans for creation.465 Uriel personifies creation in order to render it 
comparable to the body of a pregnant woman, and his juxtaposition implies that they 
share similar embodied knowledge that defies verbal explanation and can only be 
understood and manipulated by God. Uriel begins to set up his pregnancy/childbearing 
metaphors even before making a direct comparison by implying that creation has 
                                                
465 4 Ezra 4:33-46. See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 92. 
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chambers or vessels designed to house the righteous souls of the dead. 4 Ezra 4:33-37 
reads, 
Then I [Ezra] answered and said, “How long and when will these things be? Why 
are our years few and evil?” He [Uriel] answered me and said, “You do not hasten 
faster than the Most High, for your haste is for yourself, but the Highest hastens 
on behalf of many. Did not the souls of the righteous in their chambers ask about 
these matters, saying, ‘How long are we to remain here? And when will come the 
harvest of our reward?’ And Jeremiel the archangel answered them and said, 
‘When the number of those like yourselves is completed; for he has weighed the 
age in the balance, and measured the times by measure, and numbered the times 
by number; and he will not move or arouse them until that measure is fulfilled.’ ” 
 
His first point describes creation as containing chambers within itself where the souls of 
the righteous reside.466 The implication, here, is that God formed creation with these 
vessels included, and as such the “body” of creation is easily compared to the bodies of 
women who also contain hollow vessels or wombs within themselves.467 The body of 
creation in this scenario works like a womb, but instead of receiving semen and 
developing a fetus, it receives the fully formed and conversant souls of the dead awaiting 
the proper time for rebirth. The souls within the treasuries are conscious active parties 
awaiting their own release/birth, but the “chambers” themselves are inanimate.468 The 
passivity of the treasuries as inanimate vessels accentuates the anxiousness and 
                                                
466 Stone translates “chambers” as “treasuries” suggesting that the original Hebrew was likely רצוא 
which is a technical term in rabbinic sources for the place souls go after bodily death (Stone, Fourth Ezra, 
96). These chambers/treasuries seem to make no distinction between souls of the righteous and the souls of 
the wicked (Stone, Fourth Ezra, 99). 
467 While Ezra is living on earth, there are a great number of righteous souls from the past that are 
essentially in storage within creation’s chambers. Stone writes, “This passage implies some sort of 
intermediate state of the souls in which they remain between death and resurrection” (Stone, Fourth Ezra, 
96-97). See also 2 Apoc. Bar 23:4-5, 48:46; and 1 Enoch 47:4. 
468 The chambers (treasuries) of the souls of the righteous dead relates to the womb of the earth in later 
passages.  
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restlessness of the souls dwelling within. In the last few verses, another angel joins the 
conversation and suggests that God did some family planning, as it were, at the beginning 
and set a predetermined the number of righteous souls that must be attained before 
release. The body of creation, then, does not rely on the passage of a set amount of time 
before the onset of labor, it relies instead on a set “number” of souls to be completed. The 
embodied knowledge of creation is similar to the timing related to the pregnant body in 
that God designed the body of creation to know when it is time to begin moving bodies 
out, but creation’s mechanism for keeping time is expansive measuring in generations.469  
Following Uriel’s description of the chambers of the earth, Ezra continues to ask 
questions about when the righteous will be redeemed. Uriel answers him by applying the 
image of a pregnant woman as a means of clarification. Uriel’s response focuses on the 
fixed nine-month period of pregnancy or gestation and indicates that while the expectant 
mother has no power to rush or delay the onset of labor, it will happen according to 
God’s plans, and she will wish to finish the painful process quickly once it begins.470 4 
Ezra 4:40-42 reads:  
He answered me and said, “Go and ask a woman who is with child if, when her 
nine months have been completed, her womb can keep the child within her any 
longer.” “No, my lord,” I said “it cannot.” He said to me, “In Hades the chambers 
of the souls are like the womb. For just as a woman who is in travail makes haste 
                                                
469 The female body’s innate timing does not contradict the passivity of the womb as neither can be 
controlled by the woman herself. This method of measurement is similar to Augustus’ measurement of the 
saeculum, which is also measured in human lifetimes. Augustus regulated the amount of time allotted to 
each saeculum at 110 years or the maximum lifetime of a human being so that no one alive to have 
witnessed the last celebration of ludi saeculares will be alive to see the celebration of the next, thus the 
games are to be the event of a lifetime. 
470 Hogan, “Mother Earth, 78-79. 
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to escape the pangs of birth, so also do these places hasten to give back those 
things that were committed to them from the beginning.” 
 
In light of Uriel’s vague and unsatisfying explanation, Ezra’s character seems to take on 
the previously missing perspective of the expectant mother, knowing that birth will 
eventually happen but wondering exactly when, where, how, and what the unavoidable 
pain will be like. The expectant creation, however, is never actually asked these questions 
or given the opportunity to answer. Ezra’s concern, then, mirrors the souls of the dead 
awaiting the moment of rebirth. The notion that the eschaton will eventually take place is 
not soothing or comforting; it, instead, engenders a state of hyper-awareness and acute 
sensitivity wherein any momentary shifts in the world around him could signal the 
beginning of creation’s labor and childbirth.471     
As their conversation progresses, Ezra continues to press the issue of timing. He 
asks, “Could you not have created at one time those who have been and those who are 
and those who will be, that you might show you judgment sooner?”472 In response, the 
angel explains that the world cannot “hold at one time those who have been created in it” 
(4 Ezra 5:44) and offers his second childbirth analogy suggesting that in addition to the 
womb-like chambers that store the souls of the righteous until the appointed time of the 
eschaton, God designed the body of the earth to function as a womb that sustains the 
living.473 4 Ezra 5:46-49 reads,  
                                                
471 See Ezra’s follow up questions in 4 Ezra 4:45-46, 51. 
472 See 4 Ezra 5:43; cf. 4 Ezra 5:45. 
473 Hogan, “Mother Earth,” 80. Hippocratic authors similarly suggested that the womb had 
compartments.  
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He said to me, “Ask a woman’s womb, and say to it, ‘If you bear ten children, 
why one after another?’ Request it therefore to produce ten at one time.” I said, 
“Of course it cannot, but only each in its own time.” He said to me, “Even so have 
I given the womb of the earth to those who from time to time are sown in it. For 
as an infant does not bring forth, and a woman who has become old does not 
bring forth any longer, so have I organized the world which I created.” 
 
In this scenario, Ezra is told that creation not only has a womb, it is a womb.474 The first 
analogy expressed the inevitability of birth for creation, but this analogy focuses on the 
nature of the present time suggesting that it also cannot be hurried or slowed because it is 
working according to God’s plan.475 Ezra’s sense of urgency is palpable, and his character 
again seems to give voice to restless souls stuck in the vessel(s) of creation.476 Using the 
limited capabilities and capacities of the human womb as an example, Uriel’s analogy to 
the earth as womb for the living reiterates the necessity of following a proper order of 
events that God has already established.477 The metaphorical concept of creation as a 
pregnant woman highlights the definitive sequence of events leading up to the eschaton, 
                                                
474 This statement objectifies the body of the woman and reduces her being to her procreative potential. 
Women, like the earth, can be seen as either having wombs or being wombs. In this vision, Uriel suggests 
that Ezra speak directly to the womb of a woman instead of to her person. This indirectly personifies the 
womb, and makes it a party to the discussion already in progress, except that the womb never responds 
because it seems that everyone is expected to know already the answers the womb has to provide. These 
difficulties are often overlooked in favor of viewing the womb as a source of wisdom in Uriel’s dialogues. 
It is interesting to note that the womb of the earth/creation is written as God’s possession to give to “those 
who from time to time are sown in it” (4 Ezra 5:38). The view of women’s bodies and particularly their 
wombs as proprietary vessels for the use of procreation (be it earthly or eschatological) can also be seen in 
Pauline literature, particularly in 1 Thessalonians 4. See the discussion of 1 Thessalonians 4 in Chapter 2. 
475 See 4 Ezra 4:42. The woman in travail would like to speed up time to avoid the pain of childbirth, 
but she cannot. The “places” share similar urgency and a desire to “give back the things that were 
committed to them from the beginning,” but similarly they cannot control time; only God has the power to 
control time. 
476 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 146. 
477 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 146; DeLong, “Ask a Woman,” 127. It does not seem that 4 Ezra takes twins 
into account here even with biblical attestation to the birth of twins like Jacob and Esau, and Tamar’s 
children Perez and Zerah.  
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and the female body continues to be a relevant point of reference for Uriel as he explains 
that the fertility of the earth is limited like the fertility of women.  
The angel’s final exhortation to consult with a fertile woman and/or her body 
comes when Ezra asks, “Is our mother, of whom you have told me, still young? Or is she 
now approaching old age?” (4 Ezra 5:50). Instead of asking the angel for information 
about the future as in the two previous references to the womb, this question refers to the 
present and requests that the angel tell him if mother earth is a young woman or an older 
woman.478 The angel responds,  
Ask a woman who bears children, and she will tell you. Say to her, “Why are 
those whom you have borne recently not like those whom you bore before, but 
smaller in stature?” And she herself will answer you, “Those born in the strength 
of youth are different from those born during the time of old age, when the womb 
is failing.” Therefore you also should consider that you and your contemporaries 
are smaller in stature than those who were before you. And those who come after 
you will be smaller than you, as born of a creation which is already aging and 
passing the strength of youth.479 
 
Uriel explains that people are getting smaller, and therefore it is clear that creation is 
getting older. This idea fits well within Ezra’s pre-established notion that the world is full 
of evil and rapidly deteriorating (an idea on which Uriel and Ezra agree), and this trope 
can also be seen in Pauline literature where the world is in the process of passing away 
and showing varying degrees of degradation.480 This reference to the womb adds to the 
two previous references by establishing the position of creation along its own divinely 
                                                
478 DeLong, “Ask a Woman,” 128; Hogan, “Mother Earth,” 80. 
479 4 Ezra 5:51-55. 
480 See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 147. Stone writes, “This formulation of course relates to Ezra’s overall 
view that this world or age is degenerating, passing away and moving toward its end.” 
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predetermined reproductive timeline. He ties the life of creation to her fertility implying 
that the end of creation’s fertility precedes its death. These images are not the only 
pregnancy and childbirth images Uriel applies to the eschatological situation of creation. 
The cosmic pregnancy images he presents are followed directly by signs that will 
accompany the end of the age, which he describes in detail in 5:1-13 and 6:11-28. These 
images of maternity, pregnancy, and childbirth concern the fate of human life in light of 
an eschatological end, and they signal chaos and upheaval on earth while highlighting 
pain and fear.  
 
Birth at the End of the Age: Apocalyptic Time and Women’s Bodies 
While labor pains and other signs of imminent parturition are good news for the 
impatient righteous souls housed in the womb of creation, images of pregnancy and 
childbirth as signs of the end times on earth are contradictory and frightening. On earth, 
signs of the end include premature birth, monstrous birth, and miscarriage along with a 
variety of other terrible signs; these signs are mirrored by the positive expectations Uriel 
associates with eschatological birth. These negative signs foreshadow the pain and 
anguish experienced by the woman in the field later revealed to be mother Zion at the 
death of her son and at the moment of her transformation/parturition. Many of the signs 
Uriel outlines for Ezra are related specifically to images of pregnancy and childbirth, but 
they are not limited to that frame of reference; they also include images concerning 
nature, agriculture, and society. Narrated exclusively by Uriel, these signs of the 
impending eschaton signal the end of life on earth and the collapse of time as they show 
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women’s bodies and their natural capacities to carry children and give birth working 
erratically and out of control. Signs like this were not, however, unique in the ancient 
world. Monstrous births, the sun shining at night, and animals roaming outside their 
habitats were also interpreted as negative public portents in the Roman republican period. 
Similar to the portents leading up to the celebration of Augustus’ secular games, these 
decidedly more negative signs drew attention to humanity’s relationship with the divine 
and prompted leaders (religious, political, etc.) to hold public ceremonies to expiate any 
wrongdoing and restore goodwill.481 Uriel’s signs of the end, however, provide no avenue 
for redress as they signify the final component of God’s plan for creation and humanity—
the eschaton. Uriel explains that the end times will be chaotic and confusing for all of 
humanity, but the pain and suffering will be most acutely felt by human women in their 
bodies as they mirror the changes experienced by a feminized creation.  
 
Monstrous Birth as a Violation of Boundaries 
Within the first vision, Uriel instructs Ezra to ask a woman who is pregnant if she 
can keep the fetus within her longer than nine months. The answer is decidedly no, and 
Uriel explains that the eschaton also has a definitive and predetermined end like 
pregnancy (4:40-42). The experience of the end times for those still living on earth, 
however, will not be orderly and expected; instead, it seems to throw humanity’s sense of 
time into chaos. He describes the signs of end to Ezra as follows: “But if the Most High 
                                                
481 See Susan Satterfield, “Prodigies, the Pax Deum and the Ira Deum,” CJ 110, no. 4 (2015): 431-45. 
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grants that you live, you shall see it thrown into confusion after the third period; and the 
sun shall suddenly shine forth at night, and the moon during the day. Blood shall drip 
from wood, and the stone shall utter its voice; the peoples shall be troubled, and the stars 
shall fall” (4 Ezra 5:4-5).482 This passage foretells serious disruptions in the natural order 
and time.483 The darkening of the sun, moon, and stars or their reversal is typical in 
apocalyptic literature, but these kinds of signs, also known as prodigies, were also an 
important element of Roman public life, particularly during the Republican period.484 
They can be understood as disruptions to the expected progression of human life, and 
many scholars suggest that ancient Roman priests interpreted them as a form of 
communication from the gods that typically implied the relationship between the Roman 
people and their gods had been damaged.485 Uriel’s description of the signs of the 
eschaton is noticeably similar to the portents described by Livy and Julius Obsequens in 
the Roman republican period, and similar to the portents that prompted Augustus’ 
                                                
482 Metzger, OTP, 532. Metzger highlights Habakkuk 2:11 and Luke 19:40 as parallels in reference to 
the stones shouting. There is also extensive unrighteousness, faithlessness, and desolation (4 Ezra 5:1-3). 
See also Stone, Fourth Ezra, 110. 
483 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 108. The “third period” is confusing. Stone lists some potential meanings, but 
none, he argues, are fully satisfactory (Stone, Fourth Ezra, 106, 106 n. j, 110, and 110 n. 19).  
484 For biblical references see Hebrew Bible: Isaiah 13:10; Joel 2:10, 3:15; Ez. 32:7; Isaiah 24:23; 
Amos 8:9; and Zech 14:7; New Testament: Matt 24:29, Luke 21:25; Apocalyptic Literature: Asc Isa 4:5 
and 1 Enoch 80:4-5. See also Stone, Fourth Ezra, 110-11, 110 n. 20, 111 n. 21-22. For further information 
on Roman portents see David Engels, Das römische Vorzeichenwesen (753-27 v. Chr.): Quellen, 
Terminologie, Kommentar, historische Entwicklung (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 2007); Susanne William 
Rasmussen, Public Portents in Republican Rome (Rome: L'Erma di Bretschneider, 2003). 
485 See Rasmussen, Public Portents, 35; David Engels, “Prodigies, Greece and Rome,” in The 
Encyclopedia of Ancient History, ed. Roger Bagnall et al. (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 5563-64; 
Francisco Pina Polo, The Consul at Rome: The Civil Functions of the Consuls in the Roman Republic (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 23. For a more nuanced discussion that views prodigies as 
signals “that the pax was needed in the face of some imminent threat,” see Satterfield, “Prodigies, the Pax 
Deum and the Ira Deum,” 432.  
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consultation of the Sibylline books and subsequently his celebration of the ludi 
seculares.486 In addition to the unexpected events occurring in the natural world 
mentioned above, Uriel goes on to mention biological abnormalities like the births of 
“monstrous” children (often with extraneous limbs or indefinite genitalia), which are also 
common in Republican reports.487  
As the prophecy continues, the angel tells Ezra that “there shall be chaos also in 
many places, and fire shall often break out, and the wild beasts shall roam beyond their 
haunts, and menstruous women shall bring forth monsters. And salt waters shall be found 
in the sweet, and all friends shall conquer one another; then shall reason hide itself, and 
wisdom shall withdraw into its chamber” (4 Ezra 5:8-9). These signs typify the chaos 
anticipated at the end, but these examples show more clearly that the portents occurring 
just before the end will consist of various transgressions of boundaries. Uriel’s 
description of monstrous birth fits this category in two ways: first, birth must always 
violate the boundaries of the female body to allow the fetus to exit the womb and separate 
the mother from the child; and second, “monstrosity” violates the culturally constructed 
boundaries of normalcy. According to descriptions of birth omens in Livy and Julius 
Obsequens, “monsters” born to human women were often intersex children (incertus 
                                                
486 There are many examples of portents with similar elements. For one example see Rassmussen, 
Public Portents, 62-3 (PT 35); Livy, History of Rome, 22.1.8-20; Livy, History of Rome, Volume V: Books 
21-22, trans. B. O. Foster, Loeb Classical Library 233 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929), 
200-201. 
487 See Rassmussen, Public Portents, 67-8 (PT 45/Livy 27.11.1-6), 68-9 (PT 47/Livy 27.37.1-15), 75 
(PT 57/Livy 34.45.6-8), 86 (PT 81/Obseq. 14), and 90 (PT 91-2/Obseq. 25-6) to name a few examples. See 
also David Engels, “Monstrum, Greek and Roman” in The Encyclopedia of Ancient History, ed. Roger 
Bagnall et al. (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 4584-85. Robert Garland, The Eye of the Beholder: 
Deformity and Disability in the Graeco-Roman World (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995), 67-70. 
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infans; duplici obsceno), but examples of other abnormalities including extra limbs and 
interspecies combinations (a child born with the head of an elephant or a lamb with a pigs 
head) are also described.488  
It is difficult to know exactly what Uriel means by the term (monstura) because 
he does not elaborate.489 Etymologically, Garland and Engles note that the term 
(monstrum) comes from the Latin verb monere meaning to warn, referring to their use as 
a type of prodigy.490 These strange births were viewed as indications that the entire order 
and organization of the world was going wrong.491 Flannery interprets this passage as an 
example of an “unnatural birth,” and adds that, “this image would signify that the present 
age is a time of impurity and a transgression of the regular state of nature.”492 She seems 
                                                
488 See Livy, History of Rome, 27.11.1-6; 31.12.6-8. Julius Obsequens, A Book of Prodigies, 25. See 
further examples in Susanne William Rasmussen, Public Portents in Republican Rome (Rome: L'Erma di 
Bretschneider, 2003). It is interesting to note that by the time 4 Ezra was composed, the reporting and 
expiation of prodigies became less routine and much more limited. Pliny suggests that those whose bodies 
used to be considered evil portents were incorporated into elite society as “pets” (Pliny, NH, 7.34). See also 
Garland, Eye of the Beholder, 70-72.  
489 See David Engels, “Monstrum, Greek and Roman,” 4584-85; Bert Gevaert and Christian Laes, 
“What’s in a Monster? Pliny the Elder, Teratology and Bodily Disability” in Disabilities in Roman 
Antiquity: Disparate Bodies, a Capite Ad Calcem, ed. Christian, C. F. Goodey, and Martha L. Rose 
(Boston: Brill, 2013), 212-17. For further definitions of monsters see Rebecca Raphael, “Monsters and the 
Crippled Cosmos: Construction of the Other in Fourth Ezra,” in The “Other” in Second Temple Judaism: 
Essays in Honor of John J. Collins, ed. John J. Collins, and Daniel C. Harlow (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. 
Eerdmans, 2011), 282-83; David Gilmore, Monsters: Evil Beings, Mythical Beasts, and All manner of 
Imaginary Terrors (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 1-10; Timothy K. Beal, Religion 
and its Monsters (New York: Routledge, 2002), 6; Jeffery J. Cohen, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses),” in 
Monster Theory: Reading Culture, ed. Jeffery J. Cohen (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 
1996), 3-25. 
490 David Engels, “Monstrum, Greek and Roman,” 4584-85; Garland, Eye of the Beholder, 67; Raphael, 
“Monsters and the Crippled Cosmos,” 285-86, 285 n. 27. See also Stone, Fourth Ezra, 112. Stone cites 
other examples in Codex Trev. 36; Antichrist Text (James, Apocrypha Anecdota, 1:154), 4 Ezra 6:21; 
Jubilees 23:25; cf. Matt 24:19.  
491 DeLong, “Ask a Woman,” 124; Raphael, “Monsters and the Crippled Cosmos,” 286.  
492 Flannery, “Go Ask a Woman’s Womb,” 245. 
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to be linking menstruation to the concept of impurity, which is likely part of the point, but 
menstruating women giving birth might also be interpreted in terms of violation of the 
natural order.493 Women who are pregnant do not typically menstruate, and thus a 
menstruous woman giving birth represents a compounded biological anomaly.494 
Monstrous birth exploits the already penetrable and violable bodies of women and 
emphasizes their striking lack of control over both the mysterious process of generation 
happening within their bodies and the results. As creation comes to an end, women’s 
bodies will be sites of violation and transgression in that they will be more boundless 
than is already considered typical. The birth of monsters amplifies the innate violability 
and boundlessness of the pregnant body.  
As Uriel tells Ezra to expect these signs, Ezra may have interpreted them as 
evidence that God had abandoned God’s people. He’s so distressed by the vision that 
when he awakens, he promptly faints (4 Ezra 5:14); his reaction suggests that he 
interprets these signs as dire. Uriel’s monsters appear as signs of the end of the age, and 
while scholars disagree about the cohesion of these signs with the rest of birth images in 
4 Ezra, they function to delineate the relationship between the cosmos and humanity at 
the time of the eschaton as one of inversion and opposition.495 The end of the age will be 
                                                
493 See Glancy, Corporal Knowledge, 111-112. Glancy notes shame/impurity is associated with both 
menstrual and obstetric effluvia.  
494 Medical literature suggests that what would normally be the expulsion of accumulated excess 
(menstruation) is used as nourishment for the child in pregnancy, see Chapter 1. Iricinschi terms this event 
as the “menstrual abortion of monsters,” and suggests that it indicates a “warping [of] the very natural laws 
that govern the biological clock of wombs” (“Interroga,” 760).  
495 Raphael suggests that this falls in line with human decline and the “depiction of the cosmos itself as 
ill and disabled in the last phase of its determined life cycle” (Raphael, “Monsters and the Crippled 
Cosmos,” 284, 286). See also Iricinschi, “Interroga,” 760. Gribetz suggests that it is more likely, based on 
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like a momentous birth for the cosmos, but the situation for humanity on earth is grim. 
Monstrous births, and other signs involving human births are an indication that the 
typical notions of time and space that form the boundaries of everyday life will begin to 
dissolve into chaos at the end of the age.496  
Following closely on the heels of these monstrous births are the signs of brackish 
waters, friends turning against friends, and the loss of reason and wisdom (5:9). Brackish 
water suggests that the temporal breakdown will also affect natural resources. The loss of 
friends, reason, and wisdom imply social breakdown as well. These signs also rely on the 
concept of inversion to indicate extreme changes in the way things are and have always 
been for humanity on earth. While these portents resemble prodigies from the republican 
period in many ways, their concentration and intensity are unparalleled. The portents 
enumerated here seem to suggest that the end of the age will be absolutely 
unquestionable, and the division of time between this age and the next will be very clear. 
In preparation for the fourth vision of the woman in the field, these signs show that pain 
and fear are part of the end and should be expected, but Ezra does not find out what to 
expect after the pain and fear until after the enumeration of even more terrifying signs.  
 
                                                                                                                                            
Uriel’s discussion, that the creation stop producing human children toward the end of its lifetime, not that it 
would produce monsters (Gribetz, “Women’s Bodies as Metaphors for Time,” 189-90). 
496 The boundaries of women’s bodies seem to have dissolved, and they menstruate, conceive, and give 
birth to monsters that require no period of gestation all at once. See Iricinschi, “Interroga,” 758. See also 
Sibylline Oracles, 3:341. 
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Premature Birth as a Disruption in Time 
4 Ezra 6:21-24 reiterates the signs expressed in chapter 5 and explicitly connects 
eschatological time to pregnant women’s bodies and pregnant women’s bodies to the 
earth. In 4 Ezra 6:15-16 Uriel says, “…and the foundations of the earth will understand 
that the speech concerns them. They will tremble and be shaken, for they know that their 
end must be changed.” The personified Earth’s trembling foundations can be interpreted 
as fear in that she seems to be afraid of what the end means for her, but it might also be 
interpreted in terms of birth images similar to the theophany in 3:18-19.497 Stone 
concludes in 6:16 that “…the context being evoked is quite unmistakable. It is cosmic 
creation/re-creation, with all that this implies.”498 As Uriel forged a connection between 
the pregnancy/childbirth of creation and the impending eschaton, it is not surprising to 
find signs of the end including images like shaking and anxiety commonly used in images 
of labor and childbirth. More signs of the end follow shortly after, and they include more 
explicit images of infants and childbirth related more specifically to humanity’s 
experience of the onset of creation’s labor. 4 Ezra 6:21-24 reads,  
Infants a year old shall speak with their voices, and women with child shall give 
birth to premature (immaturos) children at three or four months and these shall 
live and dance. Sown places shall suddenly appear unsown, and full storehouses 
shall suddenly be found to be empty; and the trumpet shall sound aloud, and when 
all hear it they shall suddenly be terrified. At that time friends shall make war on 
friends like enemies, and the earth and those who inhabit it shall be terrified, and 
                                                
497 Following the personification of creation/the earth as female in other instances, I am purposefully 
using feminine pronouns. I am considering the foundations of the earth as parts of the collective body of the 
feminine earth.  
498 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 167. 
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the springs of the fountains shall stand still, so that for three hours they shall not 
flow.499 
 
As in 4 Ezra 5, these signs show a reversal of the natural timing of world order and throw 
it into chaos. Infants speaking in coherent language would be very strange, and portents 
of infants speaking can also be found in reports from the republican period where they 
are taken to be fearful signs.500 For example, Livy reports, “among the Marrucini an 
infant in its mother’s womb shouted “Hail, triumph!” and Julius Obsequens writes, “At 
Amiternum, as a boy was being born to a serving-woman, he cried ‘Hail!’”501 Premature 
birth is, however, a unique sign.  
Infants born so prematurely (after three or four months) would barely look 
human, and they would be even less likely to survive.502 It is never expressly stated that 
                                                
499 Metzger, OTP, 535. 
500 See Rasmussen, Public Portents, 65 (PT 40/Livy 24.10.6); 96 (PT 110/Obseq. 41); 113-114 (PT 
147/Appian, Civil Wars, 4.4). Animals speaking are also interpreted as negative portents, see Rasmussen, 
Public Portents, 68 (PT 45/Livy 27.11.1-6); 70 (PT 48; Livy 28.11.1-7); 76 (PT 59/Livy 35.21.2-5); 81-2 
(PT 73/Livy 41.21.5-13); 83 (PT 77/Livy 43.13.3-8); 87 (PT 82/Obseq. 15); 90-91 (PT 93/Obseq. 27); 103 
(PT 123/Obseq. 53); 113-114 (PT 147/Appian, Civil Wars, 4.4). 
501 Livy, 24.10.10, translation from Livy, History of Rome, Volume IV: Books 8-10, trans. B. O. Foster, 
Loeb Classical Library 191 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926), 208-209; Obsequens, A 
Book of Prodigies, 41, translation from Livy, Julius Obsequens, History of Rome, Volume XIV, 272-273. 
Livy concludes that “Atonement was made for these prodigies with full—grown victims on the advice of 
the soothsayers, and a season of prayer to all the gods who had festal couches at Rome was proclaimed” 
(Livy, 24.10.13; Livy, History of Rome, Volume IV: Books 8-10, 208-209). 
502 Medical authors seem to agree that seven months is the earliest time at which a viable child could be 
born. See Ann Ellis Hanson, “The Eight Months' Child and the Etiquette of Birth: ‘Obsit Omen’!” Bulletin 
of the History of Medicine 61, no. 4 (1987): 589-602. Premature birth is not necessarily considered a 
prodigy, but some prodigies were plagues to pregnant women specifically. Dionysius of Halicarnasis 
writes, “And not long afterwards the disease known as the pestilence attacked the women, particularly such 
as were with child, and more of them died than ever before; for as they miscarried and brought forth dead 
children, they died together with their infants. And neither supplications made at the statues and altars of 
the gods nor expiatory sacrifices performed on behalf of the state and of private households gave the 
women any respite from their ills” (Dionysius of Halicarnasis, Roman Antiquities, 9.40). Translation from 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, Volume VI: Books 9.25-10, trans. Earnest Cary, Loeb 
Classical Library 378 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1947), 50-53. 
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they will grow up, but only that they will live and dance possibly in their immature state. 
This seems reminiscent of the “monsters” born to menstruous women in 5:8 and might 
simply be a reiteration of the earlier signs with additional explanation concerning the 
“monsters”. Some scholars read this text in a positive light suggesting that the premature 
births are a positive omen. Flannery writes,  
By contrast, preternaturally auspicious birth is a sign of the new age to come. 
Women with child will give birth to children at just three to four months term; 
while this normally would result in miscarriage, these extraordinary babies ‘live 
and dance’ as fully born children (6.22). Such easy, short pregnancies seem to 
reverse the curse placed on Eve in Gen. 3.16. Thus, it is an unusual, auspicious 
manner of birth that marks a new eschatological age, which returns humankind in 
some way to their paradisiacal state.503 
  
Flannery makes an interesting point, but Uriel never expresses the desire to return to a 
primordial Eden; he anticipates an end. It is more likely that this image is meant to 
terrorize and frighten. In that light, this is not a positive image of “easy” short term 
pregnancies, but one among many terrifying portents. These negative portents put the 
ultimate power of the divine on display for all humanity to witness and especially for 
women to experience. To be sure, an image of easy birth does not fit into this list of 
mostly negative portents (shorter lives, empty storehouses, terror, war, and still 
fountains). Stone argues that these images show a disruption of the natural order, and 
other images later in the text describe war within families and among friends that show a 
disruption of the social order as well (4 Ezra 6:24).504 These disruptions are a more 
applicable explanation for the premature birth, and disturbances to the female body’s 
                                                
503 Flannery, “Go Ask a Woman’s Womb,” 245. See also DeLong, “Ask A Woman,” 129-130. 
504 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 171. 
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innate timing fits well within that context.505 At the eschaton, time (and the female body 
that functions according to time) breaks down and collapses in on itself. The bodies of 
pregnant women fail to keep time as time itself dissolves into chaos and the typical order 
of human life goes haywire.  
Agricultural references follow the image of the pregnant woman, and the common 
vessel like qualities and productive potentials of women and land permeate the images. In 
the previous sign, a woman’s vessel like body, which was once full with a developing 
fetus, will become empty when she gives birth prematurely. The next sign suggests that 
an agricultural reversal can also be expected. The agricultural terms sown and unsown 
can also be applied conceptually to women’s bodies, and so the reference blends well 
with the concept of miscarriage or extremely premature birth.506 In these signs of the end, 
the bodily boundary violations apply not only to human women, but also to the feminized 
mother earth. The full/empty dichotomy applied to vessels and fallow land also applies in 
another disturbing agricultural metaphor: full storehouses will be found empty calling to 
mind concerns related to famine and starvation. None of these are positive omens. They 
all signal a breakdown of time, physical boundaries, and the natural order, and there is no 
indication that these will be isolated events. The text seems to imply that these signs will 
occur everywhere all at once, making this display of portents more pervasive and 
formidable than any that were ever reported before. 
                                                
505 Regarding verses 20 and 21 Stone writes, “Various suggestions have been made to relocated 6:21-
22 in the book. These seem unnecessary” (Fourth Ezra, 170-171). I argue that they fit well, and they are 
pertinent to the characters’ discussion of time.  
506 Hogan, “Mother Earth,” 79-81. In another biblical parallel, Ecclesiastes 3:2 suggests that birth and 
death and planting and harvesting were strongly connected to a sense of circular time and events. 
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The signs of the end detail what promises to be an extraordinary and difficult 
transition. They come across as disruptions and strange occurrences because the 
expectations for life on earth have already been set. Uriel’s descriptions of the signs of 
the eschaton apply largely to the human population of creation even as his descriptions of 
eschatological birth concern creation on a cosmic scale. Uriel’s universalizing 
eschatological hopes, however, never address Ezra’s covenantal questions. Even the 
conclusion of the third vision, in which Uriel explains that some will be “saved” and 
“converted to a different spirit” (4 Ezra 6:25-28), does not address the ultimate fate of 
Israel and Jerusalem. These signs show Uriel and Ezra arguing past one another even 
while using similar imagery concerning procreation and reproduction. The procreative 
images seem to support the arguments of each character equally, but they do not come 
together within the context of the dialogues. Instead, they prepare the reader for the 
fourth vision, the first non-dialogic or classic vision, which is visual and experiential. The 
experiences in the fourth vision include powerful expressions of sorrow, pain, childbirth, 
and redemption within an apocalyptic perspective that at once addresses Uriel’s 
eschatological hope and Ezra’s covenantal concerns.  
 
An Apocalyptic Perspective: Procreative Women and City Kids 
In the fourth vision (4 Ezra 9:38-10:59), Ezra meets a distraught woman 
mourning the death of her newly married son in a field just outside the city where she 
lived. Ezra berates the woman for her excessive mourning, and eventually the bereaved 
woman screams and the earth shakes around her as she miraculously transforms into a 
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city. This vision is a firsthand view of the transformative effects of the eschaton, and 
while it bewilders the character Ezra, this apocalyptic vision also convinces him that God 
has not abandoned Israel and God will eventually intervene on behalf of God’s chosen 
people.507 Frances Flannery interprets this vision as a birth event, and Ezra’s position as 
witness to the transformation of the woman in the field finally provides him with some 
hope after Uriel comes to his aid and interprets it. Hogan, Longenecker, and Stone 
describe the episode as Ezra’s “conversion,” but Hogan suggests that the conversion is 
from one way of thinking (covenantal) to another (apocalyptic).508 This apocalyptic 
perspective effectively combines the covenantal and eschatological perspectives that Ezra 
and Uriel each understand, and it uses childbearing imagery to portray destruction in 
terms of painful labor and birth and redemption in terms of the newborn child.  
The woman/city transformation represents a turning point for Ezra, but before the 
woman transforms, Ezra meets her while she is openly mourning the death of her only 
son. She explains that she had been barren for thirty years until the birth of her son, and 
his passing has left her so grief stricken that she has resolved to fast until she dies (4 Ezra 
9:43-10:4). Her attitude in many ways mirrors Ezra’s attitude in the earlier visions when 
he questions the reason and purpose behind his own birth suggesting that he would rather 
                                                
507 See Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 40, 161. Hogan argues that the fact that this vision seems to 
change Ezra’s mind where Uriel fails implies that this is the author’s point of view; it is the culmination of 
the argumentative dialogues and the climax of the character’s, Ezra’s, story.  
508 There are a variety of words scholars use to describe Ezra’s transformation in the fourth vision 
including consolation, conversion, and intensification. See Longenecker, Eschatology and Covenant, 112; 
Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 38, 160-1; Stone, Fourth Ezra, 31-33. Stone expresses some reservations 
about the term “conversion” and seems to prefer “intensification” which he describes as “a type of 
powerful emotional experience that results in the restricting of the personality in the light of the beliefs that 
were previously assented to but that did not affect the believer’s perception of the world in the same way” 
(Stone, Fourth Ezra, 326-327).  
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have died in utero than live to witness the destruction of Jerusalem.509 This woman, 
however, has gone so far as to plan her own suicide. Portrayed as an aging woman who is 
in the later stages of her life and fertility (like the earth according to Uriel), she is no 
longer producing children, and after the death of her only son, she can find no comfort.510 
When the woman is done explaining her situation, Ezra angrily suggests that the woman 
should stop her excessive mourning because her loss is so much less egregious than the 
losses of Mother Zion, who later becomes synonymous with mother earth (10:7-8). 
Hogan explains that this discussion is an extension of Ezra’s earlier debate with Uriel, 
and Ezra places the blame for mother earth’s mourning on God who created it all.511  
In a final effort to console her, he says, “Now, therefore, keep your sorrow to 
yourself, and bear bravely the troubles that have come upon you. For if you acknowledge 
the decree of God to be just, you will receive your son back in due time” (10:15-16). 
Hogan encourages readers to view Ezra’s last statement to the mourning woman as ironic 
considering his own pitiful mourning and refusal to be comforted throughout the dialogic 
visions.512 If his statements of comfort were not construed as ironic then it would seem 
that Ezra has internalized the perspective of Uriel and is prepared to argue it in his 
                                                
509 See 4 Ezra 4:12 and 5:35. See also Longenecker, Eschatology and Covenant, 103-104. 
510 It appears that this woman is without family after the death of her son. Her neighbors or fellow 
citizens try to console her, but eventually they leave her alone and she flees the city to mourn alone in the 
field where she has resolved to die. Ezra tells her to go back to her husband in the city, but he remains 
absent from the text.  
511 Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 163-64. 
512 Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 164. See also Walter Harrelson, “Ezra among the Wicked in 2 
Esdras 3-10,” in The Divine Helmsman: Lou H. Silberman Festschrift, ed. J. Crenshaw and S. Sandmel 
(New York: Ktav, 1980), 36. 
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absence, but the concerns of the woman reflect Ezra’s own and it becomes clear in his 
second attempt to console her that he has not found consolation for himself.513 The 
problems the woman experiences are the same problems that Ezra has struggled with 
throughout the dialogues.514 He questions God’s justice explicitly through his birth 
images, which imply that the covenantal/familial relationship between God and Israel 
over the course of history should elicit mercy or corrective admonition, not excessive 
punishment. Ezra encourages the woman to do that which he refuses or is unable to 
accomplish, and naturally the woman remains unconvinced, failing to see God’s justice in 
her own situation just as Ezra fails to see God’s justice in the destruction of the temple 
and Jerusalem. 
At this point it is important to notice that Ezra seems to have no idea that he is 
experiencing a vision.515 In the first three visions, Ezra finds himself agitated and speaks 
to God performing a lament, after which the angel Uriel comes to him and responds.516 
Here, Ezra performs his lament, but the woman appears to him and he redirects his focus 
toward her as he attempts to soothe her. His first attempt fails, but in his second attempt, 
Ezra meditates on the destruction of the temple (10:21-23). It is clear from this pained 
description that Ezra has not fully recovered or accepted another way of thinking that 
                                                
513 Longenecker explains this passage saying, “What Ezra means… is best understood as an affirmation 
that she will find the consolation which alludes her. He does not expect a return of the dead, but a return of 
her emotional health” (Escahtology and Covenant, 105). 
514 Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 164-165; Longenecker, Escahtology and Covenant, 105; Stone, 
Fourth Ezra, 319. 
515 See Stone, Fourth Ezra, 326.  
516 See 4 Ezra 3:4-4:1, 5:21-5:31, 6:35-7:1. 
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mitigates his own grief and attenuates his original accusations against God.517 As Ezra 
makes this more concerted effort to quiet the woman in the field, she screams and light 
flashes around her blinding Ezra and transforming the space where the woman sat into a 
beautiful city.518 The woman is gone. Ezra is afraid and confused, and he begs for Uriel to 
come and explain, having only just realized that the woman was part of a vision and not 
someone from his own realm of human existence. Uriel arrives in the role of an angelus 
interpres, the more typical role of angels in visionary apocalyptic literature, and he picks 
Ezra up off the ground where he had fallen in bewilderment.519  
The transformation of the woman brings together Ezra’s earthly realm and Uriel’s 
cosmic realm in a way that has eluded both characters until that point, which constitutes 
the climax of the narrative and the turning point for the character Ezra. Frances Flannery 
interprets the transformative vision of the woman in the field as a birth event with Ezra 
present as a witness. The transformation happens quickly, and Ezra narrates saying,  
While I was talking to her, behold, her face suddenly shone exceedingly and her 
countenance flashed like lightening, so that I was too frightened to approach her, 
and my heart was terrified. While I was wondering what this meant, behold, she 
suddenly uttered a loud and fearful cry, so that the earth shook at the sound. And I 
looked, and behold, the woman was no longer visible to me, but there was an 
established city, and a place of huge foundations showed itself.520 
 
                                                
517 Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 166; See also Humphrey, The Ladies and the Cities, 71. 
518 The blinding flash of light is comparable to the woman clothed with the sun in Revelation. In both 
cases, the visionary is prevented from witnessing the birth and limited to viewing the infant. 
519 See Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 159; Frances Flannery-Dailey, Dreamers, Scribes, and Priests, 
212-220. 
520 4 Ezra 10:22-27a. 
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He watches as, “this marvelous City comes from, and indeed is borne from, Mother Earth 
fairly literally (10.7, 25).”521 The image is fairly similar to Ezra’s description of the 
theophany at Sinai, which also shook the earth, though it involved gates of fire instead of 
lightning (4 Ezra 3:18-19). Stone compares the flashes of light, the loud sounds, and the 
shaking of the earth to a thunderstorm, which draws an even closer resemblance to the 
theophany at Sinai.522 Fire, earthquake, wind, and ice are all related to elements of storms 
such as lightening, rumbling thunder, strong destructive winds, and hail. Reading from 
the Syriac version, Flannery translates this verse in such a way that it even more clearly 
connects to images of childbirth. She translates verse 26 to say, “She screamed in a high 
voice, and there was immense writhing/pain [as in childbirth], and all of the earth was 
quaking.”523 This visual birth/transformation moves beyond Uriel’s universal/cosmic end 
and counters Ezra’s pain and anguish over the destruction of Jerusalem with a beautiful 
renewed city.  
The body of the mourning woman forms an apocalyptic bridge that connects the 
emotionally and physically painful human experiences of loss and labor with the heavily 
anticipated cosmic parturition Uriel describes. This vision puts on vivid display a 
physical post-natal redemption for Israel. The bodily form of the woman and the concerns 
she expresses locate her firmly within the realm of humanity with Ezra, but her 
transformative childbirth experience connect her to Uriel’s eschatological timeline. Like 
                                                
521 See Flannery, “Go, Ask,” 249. The emphasis implied by the italics is original to Flannery’s article. 
See also Luiza Sutter Rehmann, Geh, Frage die Gebärerin, 187-188. 
522 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 327. 
523 Flannery, “Go, Ask,” 251. 
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the woman clothed with the sun in Revelation 12, this vision-woman is in two places at 
once. The renewed city she gives birth to indicates that there is a future for Israel, though 
the fact that this birth produced a city—not a child or changed human “spirit”—implies 
that the future is not exactly in line with the expectations of either character’s 
perspective. The apocalyptic birth produces something wholly new and different 
completely separated from the bodily realm of the earthly maternal figure.  
This vision of the woman and her transformation functions as a cumulative 
summation of the pregnancy/birth images presented in the dialogues by visually forcing 
the combination of covenantal and eschatological timelines within the image of a single 
vision-woman. In the explanation provided by Uriel, Ezra and the reader learn that the 
mourning woman is Mother Zion, whose losses Ezra compared to those of mother earth 
(4 Ezra 10:7-11). This woman, then, has multiple symbolic referents (humanity, Zion, 
and the earth) and seems to exist within an eschatological realm and within the temporal 
boundaries of earth. Flannery explains that the vision of the woman in the field “layers 
personal, national, and universal/cosmological experience” making it possible for Ezra’s 
human perspective (personal and national) and Uriel’s angelic perspective 
(universal/cosmological) to be addressed through a single experience.524 The intense 
visual experience of childbirth that affects both humanity and the cosmos simultaneously 
                                                
524 Flannery, “Go Ask,” 250.  
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seems to bring Ezra and Uriel together to interpret the vision as opposed to arguing past 
one another championing their own interpretive framework.525 
For Ezra, witnessing the birth is too much to bear, and he passes out. The earth or 
creation accepts the transformation (she has no choice), and while the loud cry and 
writhing/shaking indicate that she is experiencing pain, the experience of the earth is left 
mostly to the imagination. These imaginative gaps, however, have already been filled in 
through the dialogues where Ezra and Uriel addressed and describe the anxiety of waiting 
for labor to begin, the pain of childbirth, and the potential danger for mother and child. 
The woman’s suffering and pain extends through all planes of her existence. She 
presumably experienced the pain of childbirth giving birth to her son the first time, and 
she experiences the pain of losing him and the pain of eschatological birth together at the 
end. Unlike the woman clothed with the sun, nothing comes to her rescue, and at her 
advanced age, her body fails. It seems as though she does not survive the ordeal. The 
effect of the birth event on Ezra and Uriel is clear; the only perspective left out of the 
narrative is that of the woman who seems to have been completely obliterated, leaving 
only the city/child to be viewed and admired in her place.526  
                                                
525 Uriel’s discussion of the signs suggest that humanity and creation will experience eschatological 
labor pains in profoundly different ways. See Hogan, Theologies in Conflict, 167; Stone, Fourth Ezra, 334-
35; Longenecker, Escathology and Covenant, 110. See also Harnisch, “Der Prophet al Widerpart und 
Zeuge der Offenbarung: Erwagungen zur Interdependenz von Form und Sache im IV. Buch Esra,” in 
Apocalypticism in the Mediterranean World and the Near East: Proceedings of the International 
Colloquium on Apocalypticism. Uppsala, August 12-17, 1979, ed. Hellholm (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr 
Siebeck, 1983), 468; Brandenburger, Die Verborgenheit Gottes im Weltgeschehen: Das literarische und 
theologische Problem des 4. Esra Buches (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1981), 68. 
526 Stone offers a different interpretation suggesting that the woman’s son “is merely a cardboard 
player,” and the focus of the narrative is on the woman and her transformation into a city (Stone, Fourth 
Ezra, 335). Interpreted in terms of a birth imagery, the child/city very clearly upstages the woman and she 
fades into the background. 
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The birth of the city from the mourning woman implies that God will intervene to 
create something entirely new. God’s intervention comes through the mourning woman’s 
body, and the resulting city is described by Uriel as “the brilliance of her glory, and the 
loveliness of her beauty,” but if we interpret the woman as having given birth to the city 
this description is not referring to the woman herself, but her child.527 The redemption of 
the woman Zion comes through her body, and the quality of her restoration can be 
evaluated by what she produces. Her beauty/glory is reflected through her children. Just 
as the earthly woman in Ezra’s vision produced a son, the woman Zion produces a city. 
The woman Zion and her potential for productivity very clearly mirrors the potentiality of 
human women on a larger cosmic scale. The change in scale is a subtle shift between the 
realms of humanity and the divine, but those realms are connected to one another in that 
both are capable of reproduction. Their fertility, however, depends utterly on God and his 
systems of timing established at creation without which neither would have any hope of 
enduring.  
 
Conclusion 
Following the fourth vision, Ezra is portrayed as completely changed in his 
demeanor toward God.528 He never agrees with Uriel’s eschatological explanation fully, 
but witnessing the birth of the child/city seems to resolve his original complaint that 
Israel is being treated unjustly. Throughout the text, the pregnancy and childbirth images 
                                                
527 4 Ezra 10:50. 
528 Stone, Fourth Ezra, 308, 409; Flannery, “Go Ask,” 252.  
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in Ezra’s dialogues express his anxiety, pain, and fear as they highlight God’s parental 
responsibility and obligation to Israel as his children and creations. Ezra acknowledges 
the pain of creation as God facilitates the birth of the Law and gives rise to the people of 
Israel, and his concern for time is reflected through his narration of God’s involvement in 
Israel’s past. His expectation that God will bring about a new golden age for the people 
of Israel mirrors a similar Roman expectation celebrated and articulated through ritual 
performances associated with the ludi seculares. Uriel’s images of pregnancy tend to 
focus on the hope and expectation attached to the eschaton or the rebirth of the souls of 
the righteous from within the chambers of creation. Each character’s perspective 
highlights different characteristics and elements of the birthing process in order to convey 
embodied experiences of anxiety, pain, and hope associated with childbirth.  
The fourth vision brings human experience and eschatology together into one 
cohesive image of the mourning woman in the field who experiences the pain, anxiety, 
and danger of childbirth and dies in the process. The fourth vision shows a deep and 
fraught connection between mother and child, but it is the separation of the child from the 
mother via childbirth that prompts her recession into the past and affects the perception of 
redemption for them both even as the child experiences this redemption alone. 4 Ezra’s 
images of women, pregnancy, the womb, and childbirth in Ezra’s and Uriel’s rhetoric 
along with the depiction of the transformation of the mourning woman offer another 
example of the diversity of interpretations of the maternal body, engaging broad themes 
of time and gender while insisting that God intends to intervene eventually on behalf of 
his people.  
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CONCLUSION  
As the past four chapters have shown, maternal images can be applied to a diverse 
range of situations. They can evoke divine intervention for enhanced fertility or 
emphasize the power and sovereignty of nations and governing bodies. In a slightly 
different context, however, they might denote anatomic imperfection or insult the 
masculinity of enemies. These images may be understood symbolically, but they should 
not be reduced to metaphor alone. Apocalyptic appeals to images of the pregnant body 
display an authorial fascination with the inner mysteries of women’s bodies, including 
the womb, pregnancy, gestation, and childbirth. They describe a relationship between 
women’s bodies and the divine that enables and controls reproduction, but this 
relationship does not privilege women. Writers of apocalyptic eschatology remain 
grounded in a culturally defined gender system that portrays the female body as excessive 
and debase even as they take seriously the anxiety of pregnancy and the pain of childbirth 
and incorporate imagined variants of those experiences into their eschatological fantasies.  
Whether positive or negative, images of pregnancy and childbirth in apocalyptic 
narratives express anticipation of dramatic change in the imminent future. Futurity is 
often left unresolved in apocalyptic narratives, and yet implicit in pregnancy and 
childbirth images that by definition signal movement forward in time. While the maternal 
body in apocalyptic eschatology remains firmly rooted in the painful indignity of the 
present, the concept of the future is tied to the image of the child, and it is infinitely 
hopeful. Images of the pregnant body and childbirth in apocalyptic literature are a 
medium for conveying hope and the potential for future redemption, and in order to 
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communicate that message these images rely heavily on an established sense of 
patriarchal order that highlights the virility and masculinity of a sovereign deity over a 
degenerate feminized world.  
Apocalyptic birth imagery relies on an undisputed narrative of reproductive 
futurity and patriarchal order woven into the fabric of cultural knowledge in the Roman 
imperial period. Writers of apocalyptic eschatology and imperial art alike use images of 
pregnancy, childbirth, and children as insignia of the future—a preview of the next era 
assuring viewers/hearers that humanity and order will persist. They function within a 
conceptual framework that includes a masculine father figure in the highest position of a 
familial hierarchy. Imperial images focus on divinized emperors in this position—the 
strapping masculine conqueror and benevolent ruler of nations. They literarily loom over 
Roman territories symbolized by captive women on the walls of the Sebasteion at 
Aphrodisias, or they stand among their own families and heirs whose presence promises 
the transfer of imperial power to a clear dynastic successor. In apocalyptic narratives, 
God takes on this role as the virile paterfamilias—the timeless and ever-watchful 
disciplinarian and protector of his people. These sovereign male authorities are the 
legitimate fathers that manage the fertility and productivity of the feminized nations and 
people who conceive and bear under their guardianship.  
The femininity of the maternal body is the essential counter-part to the uber-
masculine ruler. The value of the female body in apocalyptic rhetoric and in Roman 
ideology depends largely on the acceptance of masculine power and the ability to carry 
and produce a legitimate (preferably male) child or an heir. The child is the future, and 
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thus, the pregnant body signals forward movement in time facilitated by active 
involvement in patriarchal systems that order family life. The necessity of the 
reproductive female body to propel humanity through time remains foundational to 
expressions of hope for the future in the Roman imperial period, and writers of 
apocalyptic eschatology make concerted use of these same feminine images, despite their 
acute dissatisfaction with Roman rule. They reframe the story of the present time 
importing their own powerful masculine character, God, into a position of authority in 
order to envision an alternative future under his rule miraculously brought into being 
through the present despite its faults. The terrible present is represented by the body of 
the expectant mother as the future is embodied within the form of her child. 
Apocalypticists attach their hope for change and autonomy to the infant, and they reject 
the maternal body as irreparably corrupted.  
The association between children and the future is a deep and abiding connection 
in a contemporary context as well. As Lee Edelman describes in exacting detail in his 
book, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, the future is the image of the 
child.529  
In its coercive universalization, however, the image of the Child, not to be 
confused with the lived experiences of any historical children, serves to regulate 
political discourse—to prescribe what will count as political discourse—by 
compelling such discourse to accede in advance to the reality of a collective 
future whose figurative status we are never permitted to acknowledge or address. 
[…] we are no more able to conceive of a politics without a fantasy of the future 
than we are able to conceive of a future without the figure of the Child.530 
                                                
529 Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2004), 1-31. 
530 Edelman, No Future, 11. 
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Writers of apocalyptic eschatology and Roman iconographers apply a similar blend of 
political and moral logic to their fantasies of the future using images of pregnant women, 
childbirth, and children. Their evaluations of the present time, however, sharply diverge. 
On the one hand, writers of apocalyptic eschatology long for a future under the reign of 
God, and the child remains an essential element for envisioning that future even as 
women—the embodied means of producing children—are rejected as part of the 
corrupted present. One the other hand, Roman iconography praises both mother and child 
as positive elements that maintain the status quo. Elite Romans do not view the world 
they control as terrible and irrevocably corrupt. They honor the mothers of politically 
powerful men and legally reward families that produce legitimate children. These women 
may very well be considered anatomically imperfect, but their imperfections contribute to 
the health and the growth of the future Roman Empire. Their value outweighs their faults. 
Futurity in Roman terms is not radically different from the present but simply an 
extension or continuation of the past. Apocalyptic texts focus on the instrumentality of 
the female body in ensuring production of the future as the future they hope for is mostly 
indeterminate. Writers of apocalyptic eschatology, then, focus on the female body—the 
womb, labor pains, groans, and innate timing—as having the potential to produce a 
changed future through the will of God. 
Images of pregnancy and childbirth are not limited to Roman iconography and 
apocalyptic literature. Votive offerings and amulets from the third century BCE through 
the second century CE demonstrate that individual families were concerned about their 
own immediate futures. Terracotta models and images carved into stones embodied the 
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mysterious workings of feminine anatomy imparting, through visual and tactile means, 
the notion that the female body is or should be a vessel for containment. The vessel-like 
structures of the female body that were thought to permit pregnancy, however, remained 
outside the realm of human control. One way to interpret these remains is as physical 
representations of human solicitation for divine aid concerning matters of fertility. 
Votives and amulets embodied human hopes for the future as they translated the 
expectations of feminine bodily function into a concise image through which appeals to 
the divine for pregnancy and safe childbearing became meaningful and focused. 
Pregnancy, safe delivery, and the survival of mother and/or child have never been 
guaranteed, and material remains like these illustrate individual concerns for futurity and 
highlight the presumed role of the divine in ensuring the futurity of humanity by 
influencing its ability to reproduce. These kinds of interventions worked alongside and in 
conjunction with a field of medical philosophy that attempted to contextualize the 
reproductive capacities of the female body within a cosmic order according to nature. 
Medical literature also provides evidence relating to individual concerns for 
pregnancy, childbirth, and futurity, particularly in aristocratic contexts, by providing 
suggestions for the enhancement of fertility, remedies, and best practices. Medical 
philosophy pushed the concern for futurity displayed in material remains toward the 
realm of politics as it worked to affirm social order based on anatomical difference and 
heteronormative reproductive relationships. Medical philosophers, seeking to accurately 
categorize women according to a “natural” cosmic structure that unified anatomical 
function and social expectation, promoted pregnancy and childbirth as a woman’s 
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purpose—her greatest contribution to humanity and the only way for a woman’s innately 
imperfect body to be made useful (approaching the masculine ideal of continence and 
moderation). These philosophers connected a woman’s ability to become pregnant and 
carry a child to the perception of general health, and the parity between pregnancy and 
feminine health formed a bridge between the physical realm of the body and the 
conceptual space of society or the political body. The anatomical system that measured 
feminine health by the ability to reproduce reinforced the social and cultural roles of 
women as wives and mothers. It also reinforced the patriarchal framework within which 
the medical philosophers operated. It is predictable, then, to observe that medical 
literature concerning women and their bodies was fundamentally joined to the production 
of children and maintenance of an aristocratic future.  
When read in this larger cultural context, maternal images found in apocalyptic 
narratives and Roman iconography can be recognized as more than simple references to 
idealized feminine figures. They are part of a network of ideas and meanings concerned 
with individual, social, and political preservation and persistence. Imperial images and 
apocalyptic images function using a similar vocabulary concerning femininity and 
motherhood, but the ends to which they apply these images differ dramatically. In order 
to illustrate these inconsistencies, each chapter paired an apocalyptic image of women, 
childbirth, or children with an imperial image or evocation to facilitate comparison. The 
results display a paradoxical system that exposes the maternal body to derision, while 
maintaining hope for an optimistic future in terms of the birth of the child.  
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Paul’s letters to his communities of new followers of Jesus, tried to shift his 
followers’ hopes for the future away from the worldly concerns of marriage and 
childbearing towards a different kind of eschatological birth. In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul 
wrote that marriage and reproduction were not desirable for his followers because a 
dramatic change was on the horizon that would drastically alter the future. Marriage and 
children, he argued, would be made irrelevant. Through his images of pregnancy and 
parturition, Paul participates in a broad and culturally informed conversation concerning 
futurity. Imperial propaganda like the Tellus panel of the Ara Pacis in Rome also 
participated in this discourse, suggesting that fecundity and maternity were a civic duty 
and a public good made possible by the assent and protection of powerful gods and 
goddesses. Populating the Roman Empire with future citizens, however, was not the 
future Paul envisioned for his followers. Instead, he anticipated an eschatological event, 
which he described as like birth in 1 Thessalonians 5:3 and Romans 8:22. This was not 
going to be the ordinary birth of a child but the birth of a new eon in which God would 
take control of the cosmos, destroy the utterly corrupted world, reward his true followers, 
and subdue his enemies in an effortless (yet painful and destructive) coup d’état. For 
Paul, the future had to be wholly unlike the present, but his own conception of futurity 
was so inextricably linked to children and childbearing that he insistently described the 
alternative future he envisioned in those terms. 
Paul’s letters imply that he was working to shift the focus of his followers from 
worldly children and families to an eschatological child dramatically transforming their 
expectations, but Revelation deliberately told a different story. Using the powerful image 
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of the woman clothed with the sun giving birth in the midst of a cosmic war against 
corrupt worldly powers, Revelation identified the God of Israel as the true paragon of 
legitimate rule by portraying him as their heroic savior. The Sebasteion at Aphrodisias 
supplies several compelling feminine images as points of comparison including images of 
captive women used to symbolize entire nations (ethne), images of emperors alongside 
their mothers/wives, and mythological illustrations. These images told the story of 
Rome’s conquests and honored its powerful leaders and the obedience and decorum of 
their women. In contrast, John of Patmos imposed his apocalyptic worldview on his 
readers/hearers by inverting imperial power dynamics and attributing a legitimate claim 
to power to the God of Israel. Within the world John created, the pregnant woman 
clothed with the sun was an honorable matron imperiled, and her unborn son was the 
rightful heir. John participates in discourses of power as his narrative calls into question 
the legitimacy of those in power and envisions an alternative system of dynastic 
succession supported by the God of Israel. The woman clothed with the sun did her job 
producing the future heir under truly horrifying circumstances. She was the chaste vessel, 
resistant to domination, and obedient to God, who quietly receded into the background of 
the narrative after she gave birth. 
As John of Patmos envisioned the apocalypse, he saw it as a power struggle 
resulting inevitably in a cosmic battle for sovereignty over humanity. 4 Ezra, however, 
already viewed God as the supreme ruler and creator with whom no power could possibly 
compete. The question 4 Ezra brings to the fore is a question of time; the characters 
continuously contemplate when God will enact his reign, when he will destroy his 
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enemies, and when he will bring an end to the oppression of his people. 4 Ezra’s concern 
for time participates in conversations concerning futurity mirrored by the Roman 
acknowledgment of the passage of time documented within imperial celebrations of the 
ludi saeculares. This program celebrated the continuous support of Roman gods and the 
perseverance of the Roman people while actively entreating the gods (specifically the 
goddess of childbirth) to maintain support for future generations of Roman children. In 4 
Ezra’s apocalyptic discussion, however, God directed and managed all of time 
controlling the past, present, and future of all humanity. The birth images in this narrative 
related strongly to a sense of divinely regulated time, and 4 Ezra applied feminine images 
to all of creation implying that creation gave birth to new generations and new ages at 
God’s behest propelling itself and humanity into the future. When the creation becomes 
ready to give birth, 4 Ezra envisioned a raw, emotional, loud, and painful apocalyptic 
birth that would bring into being a new time. This new time, conceptualized as a child, 
revealed the glorious future while the original maternal creation receded into memory and 
the past. 
Pregnancy in apocalyptic literature is, of course, about the present and the anxiety 
of waiting to give birth, but images of birth also refer to propulsion into the future. This 
future, represented by the child, is of the present—related to her—but essentially separate 
from her. The maternal body in apocalyptic texts represents the terrible present time. 
Women’s anxiety, pain, labor, and groans are indicative of the suffering and degradation 
of humanity in its current state. The moment of childbirth, when the mother and child 
become separate entities, is the much-anticipated celebratory occasion of eschatological 
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triumph. Writers of apocalyptic eschatology praise the abandonment of the maternal body 
without acknowledgement of the safety and nourishment it provided. The optimistic 
author of apocalyptic eschatology looks happily toward the future as though his place in 
it is unquestionable, but there seems to be no place for the post-natal maternal body 
forever entrenched in its own present. Apocalyptic maternal figures give birth to a future 
that cannot belong to them, for once the future is born, the present becomes the past. 
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